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To reach the farm in Sawoti that previously belonged to the Sivpersad family one must 
be prepared for a 20-minute drive down a gravel road winding between hills and valleys, 
past a temple and over a narrow path that runs through the river. When I inquired 
about the formal name of the river, members of my family could not provide a proper 
name for it. One of my uncles speculates that it may be a branch of the Ncazuka River. 
However, in this study I refer to it as the Sawoti river, as this is the name given to it by 
members of my family.  Sawoti is regarded as a place of peace by my family; indeed, I 
will argue, for many generations it was seen as ‘a place away’ in contrast to the strife 
of city life. For me, travelling down the path to Sawoti evokes a sense of harmony that 
I associate with the family farm. In turn, this creates a sense of nostalgia. The route 
reminds me of a now-lost photograph that my parents took of me as an infant. Although 
this image of me playing in the river was mislaid when my parents divorced, in the 
course of my studies I was able to imagine and reconstruct what the river looked like, 
and at which point I would have played in it. Travelling through the valleys during June 
2019, I imagined what it would have been like for my great-great-grandparents as they 
made their descent down the long and winding path for the first time.  
 
In her publication, The Need for Roots, Simone Weil has observed that, “[t]o be rooted 
is perhaps the most important and least recognised need of the human soul” (Weil 
2002:41). The notion of rootedness and being rooted, as well as the need to find a place 
of belonging, has been an important part of my early adult years. Being recognised as 
part of the familial structure is, to me, synonymous with having a sense of belonging. 
In my quest to understand the term ‘belonging’, and to understand my family’s notions 
of it, I make artworks. In doing so, I utilise photographs that capture their interactions 
with the Sawoti landscape, where my family was settled for many years. In my artworks 
I relate certain physical features of the Sawoti landscape to selected stories that I have 
deemed important to my family and their time on the family farm. 
 
I am a fourth-generation South African Indian whose identity has been shaped in 
significant ways, by both the history of Indian indentured labour in this country and by 
apartheid.1 From 1860, Indian migrants arrived here from India as indentured 
 





labourers.2  The import of indentured labourers from India came to an end in 1911. 
After indenture ended , both my maternal and paternal families left the farms where 
they worked as labourers to take up residence in Sawoti, an area 91 kilometres from 
Durban, in the south of the province now known as KwaZulu-Natal.3 My family’s 
adoption of South Africa as their new home is rooted in their shared involvement in the 
construction of a temple at Sawoti.  
 
Understanding my roots 
 
Tracing my lineage has consumed the better part of the last six years of my life. In my 
second year at university, I fell ill. I found myself in isolation at Waterfall Hospital, 
having had several seizures that resulted in the discovery of a brain cyst as well as 
other health issues, all of which will accompany me for the rest of my life. During this 
two-week stay, I began to realise the importance of family and their role in my life. The 
need to understand where I had come from – not just my birthplace, but where my 
parents, grandparents and their parents came from – began to grow.  
 
I also remember contemplating my relationship with my parents, Selan and Sharmaine, 
and reflecting on my position within my family. After my parents’ divorce in 2006, I 
grew up apart from my mother’s side of the family. As a result, my relationship with my 
maternal grandmother, uncles, aunts and cousins was non-existent. At 19 I struggled 
to come to terms with the fact that my life-changing event went almost unnoticed by 
my extended family. I remember sitting in the intensive-care ward, unsure of my future. 
It struck me then that, if I had died on 8 August 2016, my family would never have 
known me. My maternal grandmother, who is my only surviving grandparent, did not 
contact me while I was in the hospital, even though she had stayed with my mother 
and brother when he had a heart operation in 2012. That so many family members 
turned a blind eye to my condition left me baffled.  
 
 
2 My maternal family arrived in South Africa first. Nirhoo Mukhei, my maternal great great-grandfather, 
set sail from Calcutta on the Congella XXII, arriving in February 1898. In January 1907 my maternal great 
great-grandmother Jhunna Debjeet arrived from “Aligurh” (Aligarh) in North India.  
My paternal ancestors, Venkatamma and Manavala Chetty, came to South Africa from Madras on the ship 
Umlazi XXXII, in December 1906. They were accompanied by their three children (Savandakka or 
Savandalla, eight years; Savandappa, seven years; and Rengaswami, five years) who, like their parents, 
would work as indentured labourers, but for a lower wage.  
 
3 A map of KwaZulu-Natal showing the distance from Sawoti to other important areas in the study is 




That year I began a process of selective immersion, reaching out and engaging with 
select members of my extended family.4 My need for recognition as part of a greater 
familial structure deepened, as did the sense of alienation from family members. As I 
began to understand loss within the greater familial structure because of the distance 
between myself and the people I connected with, I now sought an answer to the 
following question: where do we find our roots and how do we find them?  
 
Does it help us heal generational trauma, or trauma passed from one generation to the 
next, if we excavate the secrets our grandparents hid from our parents? Perhaps 
alienation within the family may be understood as a means of coping, or perhaps it is a 
bi-product of trauma. In my own artworks I have attempted to create a sense of 
alienation and loss, particularly through images that seem to fade away and dissolve 
recognisable features. Systematic loss of memory and family identity is echoed in my 
use of imagery and becomes part of the process of piecing together a history that spans 
more than 100 years.  
 
An existential crisis at 21 
 
While I was grappling with what seemed like real-life questions, my second-year 
university class started a course on multiculturalism, led by Thabang Monoa. When 
during this year and the next he introduced ‘Indianness’ to my class, this accelerated 
my curiosity about my family’s roots. Our coursework and readings on multiculturalism 
often led to debates on belonging. As we were encouraged to question when, where 
and how our families arrived in South Africa, and subsequently how issues of racial 
diversity may have affected our sense of belonging, these exchanges and new insights 
led to my Baccalaureus Technologaie body of work in 2017. 
 
Along with this, I had two significant conversations with my Contextual Studies lecturer, 
Landi Raubenheimer. The first took place after my third-year group exhibition at 27 
Boxes in Melville, Johannesburg. My family had reacted negatively to my body of work 
and, as a result, my older brother had walked out of the exhibition during the opening 
speech. Perhaps responding to my distress, Landi drew my attention to the fact that, 
although my family had reacted negatively to my work, their immediate reaction might 
 
4 Due to my parents’ divorce I had limited interactions with the extended Sivpersad family. However, I 
acknowledge that I am grateful that my grandfather’s youngest brother (Terry), his wife (Githa) and their 
children (Cerinha and Terikha) always included me in family gatherings, even though they no longer speak 




be fleeting. On the other hand, I would always be an artist, and ultimately my artworks 
would outlast people’s immediate view or opinions on what I was doing. I realised then 
that this work spoke of the estrangement and sense of alienation I had experienced 
after my parent’s divorce, which I reflected on in my third-year work as I grappled with 
some of the more personal aspects of what led to their divorce. 
   
Our second conversation, and perhaps the most meaningful interaction, was at the B-
Tech exhibition in 2017. Having expressed my interest in family history and indentured 
slavery to Landi, during our conversation I realised the value of understanding my 
familial history in an academic context. I became aware of the shortcomings of my 
formal education and my understanding of what it means to be Indian in a South African 
context. Landi and I began to discuss photographs I had found in my grandmother’s 
duffel bag, which she had brought with her once she moved in with my mother. Upon 
reflection, I deem these interactions a crucial cue for the foundation of my current study 
and the way my concepts of photography, nostalgia and belonging developed. It is also 
important to note the role the Department of Visual Art (DoVA) staff played in this 
study, their encouragement of my curiosity and their personal engagement with the 
photographs I have used in my artworks. 
 
The erasure of Ruby 
 
Ruby was my paternal grandfather Ram’s second wife, and together they had five 
children.5 Known as ‘Thatha’, Ram Chetty had one child from his previous marriage 
before he divorced his first wife. The reason for their divorce appears to have been 
largely their experiences in a farming community: she was from an upper-class home 
and struggled to adjust to this existence. My grandfather married Ruby and together 
they had five children, my father, Selan, grew up in a home that was constantly 
changing. As a family they had to leave Durban and take up residence in 
Pietermaritzburg as the climate was kinder to his younger brothers’ asthma. Only as an 
adolescent did he learn that he had a half-sister from his father’s previous marriage. 
When my father was sixteen, his mother, Ruby, died – an event that shifted his 
 
5 I use certain vernacular terms to identify members of my family. Thatha, a Tamil word, 
identifies my paternal grandfather. I refer to Ruby simply as Ruby, or alternatively as my 
grandmother. Having enjoyed no relationship with her, I struggle to find any other way to identify 
her. My maternal family is Hindu or Hindi speaking, I therefore use the term Nana to identify my 
maternal grandfather and his brothers, or interchangeably Kaka which is a respectful way to 
address elder male uncles. My maternal grandmother is identified as Nani and elder women in 




perspective on family. With Thatha’s marriage the same year, my father struggled to 
cope with both the death of his mother and a new relationship with his stepmother, 
Kaye.   
 
This loss of my paternal grandmother, Ruby, and her consequent partial erasure from 
the family archive is a problematic factor in the tracing of my roots. She is present 
among the family mementos that occupy a space in our kitchen, the heart of our home. 
Ruby is also a somewhat mythical figure within the family, a figure that I have to live 
up to or bring honour to because, as the first granddaughter, I am named after her. 
Yet, other than her name and a handful of photographs, we have little to remember 
Ruby by. Yet, in my understanding, everything in the house where Ram’s third wife 
Kaye lives, derives from my grandfather and grandmother’s marriage. The doilies that 
covered an old record player, porcelain figures and certain items of cutlery belonged to 
my grandmother Ruby before she died 35 years ago. The house remains the same. In 
Kaye’s view, however, nothing that once belonged to Ruby remains in the house. While 
this is untrue, Kaye insists that after Ruby’s death relatives and friends went through 
the house and took away everything that had belonged to her.  
 
Paternal Family: Missing Links 
 
There will always be missing links in the piecing together of familial history. Due to his 
mother’s death, certain histories and their associated narratives were excluded from 
my father’s life. We know where his mother was born and where she was laid to rest, 
but beyond that her siblings have been unforthcoming with information about their lives 
before she married my grandfather. Unlike my grandmother Ruby, however, her 
husband, my Thatha Ram, lived long enough for me to remember him. His brothers 
have also contributed photographs and documents to my study relating to the family 
genealogy in India and South Africa. Savandakka and my great grandfather 
Rengaswami stayed in South Africa. In the late 1930s Rengaswami and his wife 
Dhalatchmy began small scale farming in Sawoti, together they had five sons.   
 
My grandfather’s younger brother, Pepe, has been instrumental in helping me piece 
together bits of the Chetty history. In my B-Tech study, I spent time studying my 
paternal family’s journey to South Africa and subsequently how their lives were altered 
while living here. My paternal great-great-grandparents arrived in 1906 with their three 




Papa lived out the rest of her life in the same house in Salem Gugai that her parents 
left. Her children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren have since been raised in the 
same house. Papa was the only one of my great-great-grandparents’ children who did 
not live in Sawoti. The other members of the family stayed on after their indenture 
period, and farmed in Sawoti before relocating to Cato Manor. Rengaswami  
 
Maternal family: How did the surname change to Sivpersad? 
 
My maternal family’s arrival in South Africa was more traumatic than that of my paternal 
family. My great-great-grandfather, Nirhoo Mukhei, disembarked the Congella xxiv in 
1898. The family has no photographs of him, and the few records that remain include 
his marriage to Jhunna in South Africa.  Jhunna had come to South Africa in 1907 with 
her first husband and three children but, upon arrival, she and her husband were sent 
to work on different plantations and never rekindled their marital relationship.  
 
We are able to trace the name changes that took place During their time in Sawoti. The 
surname changed from Muhkei to Nerhoo and from Nirhoo to Sewpersad, and 
subsequently Sivpersad. Such changes are due to complex changes in convention. 
Although each generation used their father’s name as their surname, the family stopped 
practising this after my mother’s birth. As the eldest she was given her father’s first 
name and, unlike the rest of her siblings, was identified as Shameen Amichand until she 
legally changed it to Sharmaine Chetty when she married my father. I do not know 
whether she changed her name back to Sivpersad after their divorce. 
 
Jhunna and Nirhoo served out their terms of indenture and were awarded land in an 
area called Sawoti. It is unclear whether they received this land jointly or whether it 
was Jhunna who was awarded it for her time as a labourer. Their family grew during 
their time in Sawoti and, subsequently, the religious practices they brought from India 
were established there too. Jhunna and Nirhoo contributed financially to the 
construction of a Hindu temple and school as part of a programme initiated by the Union 
government in 1933.  
 
The Sivpersad grandchildren and great-grandchildren attended the school the 
community had built in Sawoti. Although the temple is over 80 years old and in a 
dilapidated state, members of the Sivpersad family still use the temple for certain 




the temple interior stays clean, updates the current Hindu calendar, and supplies oil for 
the remaining lamps inside. The temple is a key focus in numerous artworks I have 
made as part of my study. Among these are large cyanotypes through which I aim to 
bridge the gap between experiences of spiritual belonging and physical belonging that 
I associate with Sawoti. 
Introduction 
Aims and Objectives  
 
The purpose of this research is to explore photographic representations of Sawoti by 
my family that depict it as idyllic sanctuary, and to engage with the significance of 
these constructions in terms of the histories and experiences of many Indian 
communities in South Africa. Concepts of belonging, representations of land, ideas 
about nostalgia as well as theories of photography will be used to interpret the 
photographs. My study will be contextualised by looking at selected work by Ranjith 
Kally and Omar Badsha, to which these photographs of Sawoti may be contrasted.  
 
The journey to Sawoti  
 
Hidden in the valleys, Sawoti was seen as a safe space by both my maternal and 
paternal families. I regard this ‘place away’ as an idyll of sorts, a place that was idealised 
and seen as ‘away’ from the socio-political strife in the country.6 Especially considering 
the 1980s, which is the period from which the body of photographs I focus on in this 
study are taken from. While other members of the extended Chetty family were forcibly 
removed from their homes in areas like Cato Manor, and subject to racial discrimination, 
Rengaswami, my paternal  great grandfather  and his children, who lived in Sawoti from 
1930 until their departure in the late 1950s, experienced a lifestyle relatively free of 
hostility between ethnic groups. Over 60 families lived and farmed in Sawoti. There was 
a sense of togetherness and mutual respect despite the different religious and cultural 
backgrounds of the residents. This was a shared experience that both sides of my family 
 
6 I make use of the phrase ‘a place away’ as a means of describing Sawoti. The lost home has 
become a place used to describe peace and family unity, a perfect place experienced by both 
sides of my family at different points in history. In my interpretation of this ‘place away’, motifs 




still relate to. Their time in Sawoti was in some way a safe space, removed from the 
socio-political experiences the rest of the country grappled with.  
 
As my paternal family arrived in Sawoti at a much later date, they were not awarded 
land as compensation for indenture, and they chose instead to rent a plot of land at 
Sawoti and begin small-scale farming. Much like my maternal family, their lives revolved 
around the temple and the access to water provided to them by the saltwater river that 
cuts through multiple sections of Sawoti. My maternal grandmother often tells her 
grandchildren stories of their time in Sawoti, one of which includes how and when my 
mother started walking. In these, she reflects on their use of paint tins to fetch water 
for cooking and cleaning. These tins were often left on the veranda and, when my 
mother was nine months old, she started walking with a paint tin in each hand.    
 
Sawoti as a site of loss 
 
I refer to Sawoti as ‘a place away’, removed from the negative connotations of images 
from indenture and apartheid but as a place of harmony, as romanticised by family 
members. Six months prior to my maternal grandfather’s death in 2005, my paternal 
grandfather died. While we mourned the loss of my Thatha, my Nana (maternal 
grandfather) began sharing snippets of his childhood with us. His childhood was marked 
with fond memories, not only of his time in Sawoti, but also of growing up a few farms 
away from my paternal family’s farm. As young children, the Sivpersad and Chetty 
siblings often played together. My father confirms this, recalling how his father played 
soccer with Amichand and Joey in their early teens, before they relocated to a farming 
community not too far from Sawoti.  
 
In my present body of work, I use photographs that document the landscape. Now 
barren and no longer used by either side of the family for farming, Sawoti still bears 
traces of their time working the fields. My ancestors ploughed and cut into the banks 
behind their home to create various sections that they could farm on. An aerial 
photograph of my family’s farm in 2019, Cut banks (Figure 1), indicates a particular 
loss that may be experienced when engaging with the landscape.7 The crops in the 
aerial photograph no longer yield bountiful fruits and vegetables, the family home is no 
 
7 I have elected to give titles to photographs that form part of my family archive as the family 




longer visible, and the river is a sliver of its former splendour. In 2012, the land was 
reclaimed by someone that had claimed the land belonged to his family prior to the 
1920s when my family may have taken occupation of the land. The family home was 
bulldozed, and a new structure was erected. The new owner soon lost interest in the 
land, leaving it scarred by the foundation of the former home and the skeleton of a new 
building. It has become a site of loss, of an idyllic time and place.8  
 
A lost image 
 
During the 21 years between my first visit to Sawoti and my 2019 June/July trip, I was 
exposed to conversations between my grandmother, Parispathi Sivpersad, and her 
children about their time on the farm. My first memory of Sawoti and its significance to 
my family was made clear to me after my grandfathers passed away in 2005 and 2006. 
My maternal grandfather, Amichand, died on the 10 of January 2005. While he was ill 
my grandmother pored over the various photograph albums that had accumulated 
during their marriage, which I describe more fully in Chapter 1. My cousins and I were 
shown images of their wedding for the first time, along with their wedding invitation 
that referred to Sawoti as my grandfather’s place of birth and his father’s place of birth 
also. In hindsight, I realise that the seemingly insignificant wedding card became 
instrumental in my process of remembering and piecing together the Sivpersad lineage. 
This card is crucial to my understanding of how family farming may be subject to a 
legacy of change and desolation.  
 
Memories and Vernacular Photography 
 
There are various Indian experiences in South Africa that have been represented by 
professional and amateur photographers, the latter to remember everyday activities as 
well as significant events that occurred within domestic settings. My family archive, 
which includes photographs taken between the 1960s and 1983 by the maternal side 
of my family, can be situated within this larger body of discourse. There are numerous 
family photographs of Sawoti, some of which include my mother and members of my 
 





extended family outdoors and on the farm.9 In some ways these photographs are 
curious. Even though they were taken during times of profound socio-political upheaval 
for many Indian communities in KwaZulu-Natal, they invariably depict the Sawoti 
landscape as idyllic and free from political strife. This sense of idyll in the photographs 
is particularly clear if one compares them with those of activist photographers, such as 
Ranjith Kally and Omar Badsha, as I will reveal.  
 
According to Paul Ricoeur (2006:3), the phenomenology of memory is broken down by 
two questions: “What are the memories?” and “Whose memory are these?”. Ricoeur 
(2006:5) observes that the past is represented in the form of an image. This notion of 
memory-images contributes to my understanding of the ways in which, as Ricoeur 
points out, memory influences viewers’ responses to photographs (Ricoeur 2006:42). 
Anette Kuhn (2012: 126) refers to Roland Barthes’ (1989) and Marianne Hirsch’s 
(1997:11) notions of a familial gaze associated with personal and collective connections 
made by means of photographs. According to Kuhn (2012:5), the concept describes 
memory as a connection to both personal and public historical events through the ‘gaze’ 
of the viewer as an active force in remembering.10 This understanding of memory is 
important to my own work, as I look at recollections of occurrences prompted by 
personal and family photographs, and compare these to documentary photographs 
taken during the same period in South Africa.  
In my endeavour to understand the differences between these vernacular photographs 
of Sawoti and those taken by activist photographers, I consider texts on vernacular 
photography that inform aspects of my understanding of my family archives, as well as 
theories on photography and the gaze.11 I look at texts on reflective and restorative 
nostalgia by Svetlana Boym, and on land and belonging in relation to selected activist 
photographs by Ranjith Kally and Omar Badsha. When comparing photographs from my 
own family archive to such photographs, it appears that specific preconceptions about 
Indian life and lifestyle appear in public archives – whether these are explicit or implicit. 
By analysing both vernacular and activist photographs, I reveal that the idyllic 
 
9 These photographs capture candid moments between the adults who lived and worked on the 
farm, all of whom form part of my maternal family’s extended family genealogy. Unlike my 
maternal family, my paternal family have few records and photographs of their time in Sawoti. 
10 Susan Sontag (1997) one of the many authors that writes on the gaze, suggests that the gaze 
is a specific way in which the viewer reads an image. Her use of the term has resulted in countless 
debates on how people view individuals from an outsider’s perspective.  
11 Theories on photography are mentioned briefly in Chapter One. I will delve into the relevant 
material in Chapter Two, as I relate nostalgia and photography to my practice and interventions 




representations of Sawoti and the idealisation found in other vernacular photographs 
may be viewed collectively and as shaped by social and political upheavals. Later in this 
chapter, I draw comparisons between Badsha’s photograph of children in Amauti and a 
story about my mother’s birthday that my grandmother often shares with us. There are 
subtle indications that a similar way of life was experienced across these two separate 
communities at different points during apartheid.     
 
I make use of photographs that form part of various archives such as the Local History 
Museum in Durban and the African History Museum, these photographs have also been 
reproduced in Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie’s book From cane fields to freedom: A chronicle 
of Indian South African life (2000), and which provide a sense of Indian experiences 
during and after indenture. Some of these photographs were taken during moments of 
great political pressure in KwaZulu-Natal, while others document daily activities in what 
apartheid would have classified as Indian areas. 12 Often these photographs were taken 
for print commercial purposes in Drum magazine or in privately published books.  
 
David Rosand (1992:161) suggests that a landscape may be identified or recognised 
from characteristic natural and social settings that help construct cultural values. As he 
puts it, pastoral landscapes satisfy imaginations and desires and, as is often the case 
with landscape that has been created in the imagination of a human, this new memory 
of an object is an artificial construction. Karl Schefold (1960:93) shows how 
Renaissance depictions of mythological scenes may seem idyllic to contemporary 
viewers. Given their recognisable features, viewers are able to find landmarks that 
indicate the original setting. In my family’s case, the vernacular photographs that have 
survived in my grandmother’s care represent Sawoti as an undisturbed place, void of 
any evidence of poverty. Instead, the farm has been constructed in the family 
mythology as a place of peace. Over time it has evolved into an idyllic ‘place away’ 
from the political upheaval experienced elsewhere in the country. Through my family’s 
engagements with them, recognisable and iconic landmarks such as the river and 
temple have in turn helped shape my family’s sense of identity.  
 
The earliest vernacular photographs relevant to the history I am examining document 
indentured labourers upon their arrival in South Africa, while others show Indian family 
 
12 In this dissertation I refer to what is now KwaZulu-Natal as either Natal or KwaZulu-Natal, 
depending on the historical context. The name was officially changed to KwaZulu-Natal in 1994, 




life and workers before the onset of apartheid. Thereafter, I look at photographs taken 
by Kally and Badsha between 1950 and 1980 that depict the poverty many Indian 
families experienced, and consequently contrast with my own family’s photographs 
during apartheid. The latter have been selected specifically for the landscapes in which 
individuals are placed, as my notion of Sawoti as ‘a place away’ is directly influenced 
by the landscape represented by my family. My interpretation of idyllic motifs and 
themes inform the construction of this ‘place away’ in my family photographic archive.  
 
These photographs also constitute part of the extended family album, documenting 
both the adults and children in the Sivpersad family, as well as their relationships with 
people who lived on neighbouring farms. There are a number of photographs of the 
river that runs through Sawoti, which act as a guide to where the family home was 
located. If one follows the path of the river from the temple for approximately three 
kilometres, a tree and a specific hill that my ancestors cut into to create flat land identify 
the site of the former house.  
 
I am also drawn to selected photographs taken by Kally and Badsha that contrast with 
the idyllic surroundings of Sawoti photographs. These images often focus on poverty, 
which I can relate to certain stories from my family that have not been shown in the 
family album due to the construction of tranquillity that seems to be prominent in 
photographs of Sawoti. Activist photographs by Kally and Badsha form part of a 
narration of a specific genre of Indian life from 1940 onwards. As my family 
(unwittingly) omitted uncomfortable aspects of their lives as rural farmers from the 
visual archive, Ricoeur’s (2006:5) question, “whose memory is it?”, particularly in the 
light of Kuhn’s Family Secrets, Acts of Memory and Imagination (2002), is relevant 
here; as Kuhn (2002:7) points out, these memories are constructed differently by 
individual perceptions. When these memories are explored in many of the photographs 
found in my family’s archive, they often provide us as viewers with a glimpse of some 
of the suppressed memories that have been excluded from family records or 
conversations.   
 
Due to the activist nature of Kally and Badsha’s images , which entail a different set of 
dynamics from documentary images, to discuss them I utilise texts by scholars such as 
Susan Sontag (1997), William J. Mitchell (1998), and David Bate (2011), whose writings 
deal with aspects of photography and the gaze. My engagement with family 




by the work of Hirsch and Kuhn, as these scholars unpack the construction of collective 
memory and family hierarchy in their own family photographs. 
  
Elements of Barthes’ Camera Lucida (1980) are also key to my study of family 
photographs. In this work, he identifies two dimensions of experience to characterize 
the viewing of photographs, namely the ‘studium’” and the ‘punctum’ (Barthes 
1980:26). These are aspects of the image that capture the viewer’s attention at first 
glance. The studium is the overall image that the viewer may read, while the punctum 
is that part of the photograph the viewer experiences as more poignant. Barthes shows 
how the punctum evokes either a past memory or experience that the viewer might 
have an emotional or personal connection with, which is why the viewer fixates on that 
part of the photograph, or a part of the photograph that may be damaged. By using 
the punctum concept as a means of analysing my own family photographs, I at times 
recall certain details or memories that my grandmother shared with me, or identify a 
member of family who has since passed. 
 
Hirsch (1997:5) argues that photographs perform “an important cultural role from their 
embeddedness in the fundamental rites of family life”. While Hirsch deals with the 
Jewish holocaust, her argument associated with family photography lends itself to the 
analysis of other forms of historical trauma, such as the experiences and legacies of 
indentured labour. ‘Postmemory’, according to Hirsch (1997:5), suggests how a 
traumatic incident may be felt by second- and third-generation individuals; even if they 
did not experience it directly, they may adopt it as part of their own experience (Hirsch 
2011:106). Postmemory may also take the form of selective repression, notably when 
a traumatic event or experience is collectively and successively edited out of the family 
memory.  
Kuhn (2012:2) explores collective memory through the unpacking of her own family’s 
photographs. She reinterprets these images in the light of a family impulse to “make 
every effort to keep certain things concealed from the rest of the world”.As Kuhn 
(2012:7) reminds us, the past is something we cannot return to, and yet its traces may 
be markers that influence a ‘(re)construction’ in the family photo album. Like Kuhn, 
Gitan Djeli, a London-based Mauritian poet (2018 [sp]), explores memory in relation to 
her own family photographs, using the images as the starting point for events that 
family members have concealed from her. Djeli (2018 [sp]) unpacks generational 
trauma through her essay “Mother Wound”, evoking the sense of displacement her 





In my analysis of both documentary and vernacular photographs I refer to concepts 
about land, nostalgia and postmemory when considering the memory of Sawoti and an 
interpretation of it as “a place away”. My personal engagement with photographs from 
my family archive reflect that I also took an autoethnographic approach to this study, 
as the history and memories that are subsequently discussed in my dissertation come 
from discussions with family members about their time in Sawoti. Both my dissertation 
and art practice were impacted by a trip that I took to the 1860 Heritage Museum that 
is located in Durban, in 2019, in search of archival information about my family’s arrival 
in South Africa. Having found little information about their lives in the archives I turned 
to verbal family history as well as to shared engagements with family members and the 
photographs in their personal archives .The histories and biographies of family members 
are treated to some extent as narratives that I partly reconstruct through my research 
and in my art practice. I focus particularly on the presence of the Sawoti and its 
landscape in these narratives and photographs.  
 
In my art practice, I thus work with photographs of Sawoti taken by my family as well 
as more recent photographs taken during a visit to KwaZulu-Natal. I make use of 
aluminium etching to form the basis of digital artworks that are discussed in chapter 2. 
By superimposing colours and focusing on certain areas of the digital prints, I seek to 
evoke the notion that memory and its counterpart mementos may be elusive in how we 
understand and interpret them. I thus rework the family photographic archive into a 
personal narrative through these processes, filling in the omissions that appear in them 
through lost visual information and gaps in the family memory around particular people, 
places and events. I further make use of specific materials, such a soft cotton for 
Cyanotypes as the material allowed for images to become ghostly and in some cases, 
it creates spectres that are visible. Archival images have furthermore been printed on 
dyed sugarcane paper as it has significant links to my family’s history as indentured 
labourers working in sugarcane plantations. The indigo or blue tones used throughout 
the exhibition are used to evoke the Latin term used to describe Indian people.   
 
Structure of the Study 
 
This body of research will provide a context in which various Indian narratives are 




acceptance of South Africa as a home and also a place of belonging for later generations 
such as myself. My family’s photographs do not refer to traumatic social and political 
events directly; they instead create a visual language rooted in histories of representing 
idyllic scenes and landscapes as ‘a place away’. I make reference to Boym (2001) and 
Hirsch (2012) in order to understand the effects of nostalgia and the notion of collective 
memory when looking at my family’s photographs. Nostalgia and theories on 
photography are important to understand the relationship between material objects and 
subject matter. I use these ideas to investigate the links between history, memory and 
what can be identified through the objects such as photographs and mementos.  
 
The term nostalgia means a longing for or wanting to return to a certain time or place 
that no longer exists or has never existed. It is the yearning for a specific time or place 
that contributes to the construction of collective memory; fragments of history and ruins 
result in reflective nostalgia (Boym 2001: xviii). This form of nostalgia has a particular 
resonance when considering the family photo album and my subsequent artworks, some 
of which have been printed on sugarcane paper to further evoke nostalgic aspects of 
my family’s history.   
 
Contents of Chapters 1 and 2 
 
The first chapter of this study includes a history of indenture and apartheid, as both 
have influenced aspects of my family’s history. In this exploration, I make reference to 
photographs taken during that period to substantiate my use of the term ‘place away’. 
I make use of archives, photography books and museums to source appropriate 
photographs to use in contrast to my family photographs. In doing so, I have grappled 
with what may be seen as gaps in the existing archives. Often vernacular photographs 
are not used when investigating aspects of history, because the images are private and 
rather seen as a reflection of the lives of individuals. The use of both types of photograph 
has afforded me the opportunity to establish and argue for the use of ‘a place away’ 
when discussing Sawoti as a significant site in Indian history, even though it may not 
be seen as an important place to those outside my family.  
In the second chapter, I introduce my own art works that respond to my family 
photographic archive. I discuss key theories on analogue photography and specific 
periods in history that gave rise to some of the motifs I have used in the study and 




how my family may have viewed Sawoti. I reflect on the use of colour, material and 
objects when discussing aspects of my family’s history in greater detail. In my 
photographs I make use of motifs that are reminiscent of glass plate photography and 
their various iterations from negative images to digital prints. I further evoke aspects 
of history through my use of specific materials.   
 
Chapter 1 
 Indenture, apartheid, memory and photographs in private and public 
historical archives 
 
On 21 July 1860, the British Indian emigration act (no. 33) was sanctioned, and with it 
the start of migrant labour to Natal began (Desai & Vahed 2010:61). During the ensuing 
51 years, over 150,000 men, women and children entered into indenture on contracts 
of between three and five years in South Africa , on the understanding that they would 
be returned to India once they had served sufficient time to gain free passage back. 
While a small percentage of people were repatriated to India, many chose to or were 
forced to remain behind and forge a new life for themselves and their families. This 
chapter deals with a history of indenture in this country and subsequently with related 
photographs from private and public archives.  
 
Sawoti has not been the topic of sustained or detailed historical engagement. The only 
discussion on Sawoti that I have found in the course of extensive investigation is a 
snippet from a 1960s text, The South African Indian who's who (Bramdaw:1960), which 
provides a brief history of how the area was established. To help construct my own 
narrative of the area, I thus draw on texts on other Indian settlements. Covering the 
period from the beginning of indenture to apartheid, there is a substantial amount of 
relevant scholarly material, particularly by sociologists. A notable source is, for example, 
Canadian sociologist and culture theorist Rob Shields, and I rely on his Places on the 
Margin (2013) to reach an understanding how an area such as Sawoti may function as 
‘a place away’. 
 
My own focus in this chapter is the role of indenture as well as various documents and 
photographs in private and public archives. I grapple with loss as well as memory, as 
loss is a factor that pervades my experience of my roots as an Indian in contemporary 




a counterpart home. I see the changing landscape of Sawoti as an index of loss of a 
past that allowed for the extended family to coexist, seemingly without conflict. 
However, in 2012 this home was reclaimed by someone who claimed that the land 
belonged to his family before the Sivpersad family occupied it. Therefore, loss is 
experienced once again, but this time by family members who no longer speak the 
mother tongues of their pioneering forbears, be it Hindi or Tamil-Kannada.  
Objectives: Disencumbering and understanding land and belonging 
 
As a ‘place-away’ from Mother India, Sawoti has become, in my interpretation, an 
important marker and site of acceptance of a new life in South Africa for both my 
maternal and paternal families. In this chapter, I aim to probe and understand 
representations of land and belonging related to my family’s history in South Africa and 
their time living in Sawoti, where they took photographs of the landscape and their 
interactions with it. Within this, I also contrast the idyllic renderings of Sawoti, and the 
house my maternal great-great grandmother Jhunna and her husband Nerhoo built for 
their family, with black-and-white documentary photographs in which political realities 
of Indian life may be encountered in the selected images by Ranjith Kally and Omar 
Badsha.  
 
Writing on images from three South African women, Brenda Schmahmann (2012:8) 
notes that private experiences of everyday life offer important insights into political and 
cultural structures that may be identified through collective memory or collective loss. 
Although my family’s photographs do not refer to traumatic social and political events 
directly, their visual language is rooted in histories and traditions, allowing me to 
decipher some of the socio-political markers featured in their renditions of the farm 
landscape, now seen as idyllic. 
                                                                                                                                         
I begin this chapter with a brief introduction to photography and memory. This is 
followed by a history of indenture and Natal (now KwaZulu-Natal) after indenture. By 
including information and photographs of various Indian communities both during and 
after indenture, I am able to navigate their experiences and the ways these may have 
been influenced by life in apartheid South Africa. In doing so, I draw on photographs 





As little or no information may be found on Sawoti in formal archives and published 
texts, I draw on interviews with older family members, together with my own analyses 
of family photographs and other documents, to piece together a coherent history and 
timeline of the events that transpired once family members had served out their terms 
of indenture. 
  
To help contextualise the relationships my family may have had with the landscapes 
they were photographed in, I make use of Rob Shields’ theory of ‘place-image’ in Places 
on the margin (2013). As he argues, a place may be characterised by a set of specific 
cultural and social influences that informs a person’s image of it (Shields 2013:30). 
Further, continuous interventions that occur within the landscape, due to collective 
mythologies and changes to the environment around it, are encompassed by the notion 
of place-image. I discuss how this notion of place-images may be constructed and 
understood through selected photographs in this chapter. Thereafter, I explore how 
personal objects, such as photographs and documents pertaining to the family farm in 
Sawoti, may effect a sense of nostalgia; and subsequently how Hirsch’s notion of 
postmemory (2012), as discussed in my Introduction, may further illuminate the place-
image of Sawoti as a ‘place away’, constructed within my family.  
 
I then compare these depictions with documentary photographs of ‘Tin Town’ and other 
Indian settlements in KwaZulu-Natal, in order to contextualise my study and to develop 
a nuanced reading of my family’s depiction of Sawoti as an idyllic place. Comparison 
between vernacular and documentary photographs may also reveal that, perhaps 
surprisingly, both have political underpinnings. The family archive suggests that the 
family farm was a place of peace and comfort. Unlike documentary photographs that 
depict elements of poverty historically, the family archive focuses on selected moments 
apparently unmarked by poverty. Many of the photographs discussed in this chapter 
include children; their involvement suggests a sense of purity in both the documentary 
and vernacular photographs. In turn, in my understanding and engagement with these 
texts and photographs, children promote the notion of a place as idyllic.  
 
Furthermore, issues around land and belonging are unpacked in the latter part of this 
chapter as I engage with photographs of my family and compare them with those taken 
by Ranjith Kally and Omar Badsha, revealing how photographs play an important role 




uncover my family’s sense of belonging in South Africa. Furthermore, reference to Hindu 
practices in this undertaking informs aspects of the religious significance of Sawoti. 
 
In support of my study, I discuss key theories on photography in texts by William J. 
Mitchell (1998), Sontag (1997) Alan Woods (1984) and Barthes (1980). Barthes 
(1980:26) notion of the ‘punctum’, which, as I discussed above, he defines as the aspect 
of an image significant to the viewer. I ask whether, if this is an important aspect of the 
image to the viewer, it suggests the absence of someone or something, implying that 
something or perhaps someone is absent yet present in the image for that viewer. 
Engaging these texts affords me a means of deconstructing the photographs I work 
with, and also allows me to glean an understanding of issues and the social experiences 
and attitudes of the subjects portrayed, using the photographs to recount a history of 
indenture.  
 
History of indenture for Indian immigrants in South Africa 
 
As noted in the Introduction to this study, indentured labour was introduced in the 
province of Natal in 1860. A sugar-producing British colony, Natal had nearly 7000 
European inhabitants and a large Zulu-speaking population (Burrows 1952:1).13 The 
latter contributed to the so-called ‘native labour’ used on sugar plantations prior to 
indentured labour. However, these workers were not prepared to accept forced wage 
labour, the labour regime implemented by the British government (Burrows 1952:1). 
Therefore, the British government addressed the labour shortage by introducing Indian 
immigrants to work on the sugar plantations (Burrows 1952:1).  
 
In terms of indenture, the initial contracts stated that immigrants from India would have 
free transport to Natal, food, accommodation, medical care and land on which labourers 
could tend small gardens (Thiara 2001:125). Such contracts would last three years, and 
indentured labourers would be paid ten shillings a month. The contracts set up for 
prospective migrants were later changed to five years, with the option of entering a 
second contract with the promise of either free passage back to India or a small plot of 
land once the contract ended (Burrows 1952:1). The second option is particularly 
 
13 By using the term ‘Zulu’ I do not intend to homogenise all Zulu-speakers. I acknowledge that 
the ‘Zulu nation’ was a construct forged by Shaka Zulu from groups with different histories and 




pertinent to my study, as it relates to issues of land ownership and belonging for Indians 
in contemporary South Africa. In part, my family’s Sawoti archive may be viewed as 
depictions of a place of repose and peace after indenture ended. It may also explain 
why evidence of suffering or resistance to racial segregation and apartheid South Africa 
does not appear in these photographs. This absence creates a perception that influences 
my family’s understandings of land and belonging, as well as acceptance of South Africa 
as home. 
The laws on indenture introduced in India in 1860 applied to Natal as well, remaining in 
effect until 1911 when no further labourers were granted free passage to South Africa. 
Those who still had time to serve on their indentured contracts were obliged to work for 
the remainder of their contracts. During this period of 51 years, which was the full term 
that indenture lasted in South Africa, a total of 152 184 labourers arrived in Natal 
(Thiara 2001:125). Indentured labourers would travel across India to either Calcutta or 
Madras and wait at these ports until they set sail to South Africa (Thiara 2001:125). 
 
Numerous deaths were recorded at sea (Thiara 2001:125). Of the 342 passengers from 
Calcutta who boarded The Belvedere on 4 October 1860, 29 died at sea and a further 
ten died after docking in Natal (Desai & Vahed 2010:66).14 During their 54 days at sea, 
labourers were exposed to cholera, dysentery and other illnesses that resulted from the 
dire conditions on board. These afflictions could be thought of as a warning sign to the 
passengers that terrible housing conditions, illnesses, and emotional and physical abuse 
were to become part of their daily lives. The first ship carrying indentured labourers, 
the Truro, set sail from Madras on 12 October 1860 to the Natal port and docked on 16 
November (Desai & Vahed 2010:61). After disembarking in Natal, labourers were 
moved to the Bluff and placed in temporary barracks (later referred to as ’coolie 
barracks’) while waiting for their accommodation in Addington to be completed (Desai 
& Vahed 2010:63).  
 
Indenture in images 
 
In September 1860 John Robinson, the editor for the Natal Mercury, wrote an account 
of the first arrivals. According to him:   
 
14 Although the Belvedere set sail first, it docked much later in the Natal port as it had to 





Most of the spectators who were present had been led to expect a lot of dried up, 
vapid and sleepy-looking anatomies. They were agreeably disappointed. The swarthy 
hordes came pouring out of the boat’s hold, laughing, jabbering and staring about 
them with a very well satisfied expression of self-complacency on their faces… Master 
coolie seemed to make himself quite at home and was not in the least disconcerted 
by the novelty of his situation. (Robinson in Desai and Vahed 2010: 61-62) 
In his sarcastic and prejudiced account, Robinson conveys a sense of satisfaction on the 
part of the migrant worker, noting the ‘novelty of his situation’. But his comments 
obscure actuality. Upon arrival, labourers were subject to the stares of onlookers and 
separated from the rest of the arrivals at the port. Moreover, the arrangements made 
for them were substandard. 
 
A photograph in Museum Africa, titled Indentured workers waiting for medical 
examination after disembarking (Fig. 2), by an unknown photographer, provides insight 
into the treatment of indentured labourers after their long journey from India to South 
Africa. Although the date of this photograph is unknown, it captures what would have 
been a common occurrence once passengers disembarked at the Natal port. Whilst 
waiting for medical clearance, uncertain about their prospects, their ill-treatment was 
increased. The majority of the migrants sit on the beach with little or no space between 
them, suggesting that they had little dignity or respect shown to them. The workers are 
dressed in similar attire, the men with turbans and the traditional sarees or kurtas that 
reach their ankles. The few women present in the photograph are grouped at the far 
right and dressed in similar-looking sarees. This conveys a sense of sameness which 
makes identifying individuals difficult. As this photograph also reflects, the system of 
indenture favoured male workers between the ages of 16 and 35 (Desai & Vahed 
2010:64). Under conditions of indenture women were outnumbered by men, as women 
were seen as a burden to employers (Thiara 2001:127).  
 
Having been subjected to the long journey to South Africa and then the temporary 
barracks, the longing for the home they had left appears to have settled in (Desai & 
Vahed 2010:63). When men and women began to abscond, they were punished with 
flogging and thereafter with saltwater poured over their wounds (Desai & Vahed 
2010:70). The labourers were no longer laughing and jabbering, as Robinson puts it, 




that had been made to them. With little or no money, how would they buy their passage 
back to India or send word that the conditions of indenture and their treatment on 
plantations were inhumane and severe. 
Domestic life during indenture 
 
The undated scene of unknown families in An early thatched house (Fig. 3) resonates 
with me because of my own ancestors’ experiences under indenture. Upon arrival in 
South Africa, my maternal great-great grandmother, Jhunna, was permanently 
separated from her husband. She had to remarry later on because of concerns over the 
safety of unaccompanied women, who formed the minority of indentured labourers.15  
 
Although compact, the house in the photograph would probably have accommodated 
more than one family, which was the usual way indentured labourers were 
accommodated. My attention is drawn to the family just left of the centre of the 
photograph, as there are two men standing on opposite sides of the seated woman and 
children. The representation of the two men as literally bracketing the woman, who is 
holding her baby, gives visual form to a construction of females as needing masculine 
protection.  Single women were not considered appropriate indentured labourers, 
perhaps because of Victorian notions of a women’s place in the world and family. 
Marrying, even outside one’s caste, was encouraged during indenture, as it ensured 
that women were ‘protected’ by the custody of their husbands (Desai & Vahed 2010:68). 
This archaic notion of gleaning protection from marriage continued throughout 
indenture and affected my family directly, as I discuss later in this chapter.  
 
Focusing on the period between 1880 and 1920, Prinisha Badassy describes the 
relationship between masters and indentured labourers as fluctuating between 
“moments of warmth and sheer hostility” (Badassy 2018:486). Her focus on the lives 
and stories of indentured labourers in domestic settings reveals how certain religious 
practices and customs of indentured labourers were overlooked or ignored by farm 
owners and employers (Badassy 2018:482). As a result, the religious customs and 
castes of indentured workers contributed to the troubled relationships between British 
masters and servants. Badassy (2018:492-493) notes, for example, that serving certain 
 
15 After her second term as an indentured labourer, Jhunna married Nerhoo Muhkei, who had 
also served more than one term of indenture. They were subsequently awarded land in Sawoti 




foods and alcohol were problematic for servants/ migrant workers, as Hindu religious 
practices did not permit the preparing and serving of beef and pork. Many complaints 
of abuse and overwork were lodged at the office of the protector of Indian migrants, 
even though, in order to submit a complaint, a servant would have to seek his or her 
master’s permission to leave the plantation, a request that was almost always denied 
(Badassy 2018:492).   
 
From sugarcane fields to railway labour 
 
Indentured workers originally came to South Africa to work in sugar-cane fields, but 
some extended their indenture contracts to work on railway lines and diamond mines, 
and others later found employment as domestic workers and garden hands (Burrows 
1952:10). Taken in 1905, Working in a field of pineapples in Natal (Fig. 4), currently in 
the National Library of South Africa, Cape Town, this photograph depicts four male 
figures in a large field. In the far-left corner there are two workers dressed in trousers, 
button-up shirts, vests, and turbans. However, the punctum, or piercing moment of this 
photograph is, at least for me, the kneeling figure of a boy in the middle ground. He 
was probably paid a lower wage than the three older men, as the contracts of indenture 
stated that women and children were to be paid less than men. All the individuals in the 
photograph were without shoes, which speaks of the race and class hierarchies that 
trapped Indian labourers in a lowly, dehumanised existence. Scant effort was made to 
alleviate their plight. An article that appeared in The Natal Witness on 8 January 1885 
reveals the expediency of Indian indentured labour and the struggles the workers must 
have faced during their time on plantations:  
 
The object for which he is brought is to supply labour and that alone. He is not 
one of us, he is in every respect an alien, he comes to perform a certain task 
before returning again to India (quoted in Thiara 2001:130). 
 
Although this was written twenty years before Working in a field of pineapples in Natal 
was taken, the sentiment would have been the same. Indentured labourers were seen 
and treated as Other, exacerbating the sense of alienation and displacement 





Photographs such as these help to contextualise the history of indenture and address 
the often-erased brutalities experienced during this period. By including them in my 
study, I want to emphasise that a sense of loss, displacement and alienation are part 
of the inheritance I address in my own art practice.  
Such images complement and supplement my personal family archive, which consists 
of just two duffel bags and several torn and damaged photo albums, newspaper 
clippings, birth certificates and various other trinkets my grandmother deemed 
significant enough to keep. When my grandmother moved out of her home in Phoenix, 
an Indian Township which is 25 kilometres north of Durban central where she lived, she 
took very few personal artifacts and mementos with her. The reason for this being that 
due to her age and not being able to live on her own, and limited access to fresh produce 
and essentials, with no more than a weekend’s notice, she packed what she could fit on 
the back seat of my mother’s car and moved to Johannesburg to live with my mother. 
It is not clear how much was lost in her move and I doubt we will ever know how many 
photographs, certificates, report cards and knick-knacks went missing.    
 
Natal after indenture 
 
Photographs after the end of indenture are also instructive in regard to the hardships 
faced by Indian communities in South Africa. Notable in this regard are photographs 
taken by Kally and Badsha. I make use of Drum magazine which was a popular 
illustrated magazine that professed to depict current political issues and ‘everyday life’ 
in South Africa (Bate 2016:53). Drum magazine gained international success in the 
1950s through its focus on black urban life. While work featured in the magazine was 
mainly by African newsmen (Naidoo 2007: 44), Kally and Badsha also supplied Drum 
with photographs, and the perspectives of Indian photographers were thus a feature of 
the magazine as well. Naidoo (2007:153) notes that Kally played a vital role in the 
complex task of reclaiming Indian identity and histories in South Africa through his work 
with Drum. As he also observes, the inclusion of photographs from various 
demographics reflected a multicultural society (Naidoo 2007:153).   
 
Kally’s No pass no freedom (Fig. 5), taken in Cato Manor in 1950, captures policemen 
in the foreground with houses and informal dwellings that were rented out to Zulu-




early morning raid designed to round up African workers without a passbook or dompas, 
which was required by law. He argues that the apartheid tendency to view Indians as 
“second-class citizens”, rather than entirely without citizenship, as was the case with 
Africans, saved them from having to carry a dompas with them at all times. This 
discrepancy reveals how expedient the government and those who enforced regulations 
were in their dealings with people and the ways they interpreted apartheid laws. Many 
of Kally’s images printed in Drum addressed social and political issues pertinent to his 
discussion on racial tensions, which may be considered his version of truth.    
David Bate (2016:53) writes of documentary photography that it is a form of 
storytelling. This genre of photography gained momentum in the 1920s-30s in South 
Africa, seeking to show civilians what the government tried to conceal from them. Social 
documentary forms part of collective memory as images are used to educate and 
enlighten viewers (Bate 2016:55). In the view of photography scholar, Michelle Bogre 
(2019:19), it is significant that the word ‘document’ derives from the Latin terms, doc, 
doct, docere, which mean ‘to teach’. This instructive form of photography gained 
popularity in the 1930s after the release of a film by Robert Flaherty, Moana. Depicting 
the lives of Polynesian people, the film had a script written by John Grierson. In his 
account of the film, Grierson highlighted that his story sought to use facts without 
fictional overtones (Bogre 2019:19).  
 
Bogre (2019:28) observes that the issue of “truth” has become a recurring theme in 
photography discourses. Photography is seen as a truthful medium and as such he 
suggests that early photographs were seen as documents, as these black and white 
images captured people and places viewers may never have seen prior to photography. 
The indexical nature of photography shows a form of ‘truth’.  Bate (2016:55) states 
that a sequence of images can narrate a story with minimal writing to provide context 
for certain issues around the context of film and photographs.16  According to Bogre 
(2019:20) defining documentary photography is a slippery slope, because of the nature 
of each photograph and the subject matter the photographer focusses on.   
 
Robin Cohen (1997:59) suggests that there were some advantages to indentured labour 
for the Indian community over time, but only if labourers lengthened their terms of 
indenture. To those signing up to an extended term, the promise of free land was made 
 
16 The implication of truth implies that it is factual and seen in the form of photographs. However, 
in my artworks I use aspects of truth such as anecdotes or stories told to me by family members 




in the official contract. When the system and practice of indenture ended in 1911, 
labourers who remained in South Africa were classified as “free Indians” (Desai & Vahed 
2010:341). As Cohen (1997:65) also suggests, indentured labourers who found 
themselves in Natal after indenture were desperate to acquire land because of their 
exclusion from society as a result of the harshness of contract labour. As Thomas 
Hansen (2012:60) records, the period from 1910 to 1950 saw an increase in Indian 
families buying land and settling in Natal. There was also an acceleration in hostile 
relationships between Indian people who acquired land after indenture and people 
native to KwaZulu-Natal (Cohen 1997:64).  
 
Indian culture is said to have been rejuvenated by indentured labourers who chose to 
settle in Natal as a way of overcoming exclusion and alienation. Hansen (2012:60) 
writes that Indian families began to reconcile notions of family and caste systems by 
reverting to traditional practices of arranged marriage. Indians who settled in Natal also 
began to group themselves according to religion, language and class. Due to restrictions 
imposed by city councils, homes consisted of ‘joint family systems’, which meant that 
extended families lived together (Hansen 2012:61). He also reveals that three major 
class categories were established among the Indian community as people acquired land 
after indenture and increasingly accepted South Africa as their new home (Hansen 
2012:60). The first was the elite group of Gujarati-speaking people who were separated 
from the middle-class Hindu and Muslim people who owned land, who formed the 
second group. The third and largest group comprised working-class Hindu-, Tamil- and 
Telugu-speaking people who were small-scale farmers and artisans (Hansen 2012:60). 
Racial segregation was heightened between 1919 and 1923 when the Area Class Bill 
(The Durban Land Alienation Ordinance, No. 14 of 1922) was promulgated. This made 
provision for the separation of ‘European’ settlers from ‘non-European’ settlers, 
resulting in the designation and control of areas where Indians could live and where 
their traders could work (Hansen 2012:29). The business methods of Indian traders 
were scrutinised and at times they were accused of being “too familiar with Europeans, 
especially females”, according to Hansen (2012:29). With little capital at their disposal, 
economic advancement was difficult for many ‘free Indians’ who had only limited skills 
and education (Desai & Vahed 2010:342). 
 
Forms of artisan work were one way of earning an income, as a photograph in the Local 
history museum, Durban archives shows. Taken in 1920 in Natal, Weaving baskets in 




They are shown weaving baskets from reeds and acacia plants collected from the 
immediate surroundings. These baskets would be used to harvest food grown in their 
gardens or by hawkers to carry their goods from one place to the next. The subjects sit 
in what might seem to be a blissful setting with an abundance of trees and plants that 
would have been useful to their craft. The area where the women and children are 
working is an example of what would have been classified as an ‘Indian area of trade’ 
(Desai & Vahed 2010:342). 
 
Issues of land and belonging were heightened concerns in 1924, when General JBM 
Hertzog became Prime Minister of a coalition government constituted from his own 
National Party and the South African Labour Party. Various Acts were put into place to 
create distance from and control over the movement of people of colour. Hansen 
(2012:30) indicates that an ‘anti-Indian’ agenda was on the rise in 1944 with the 
provisional Pegging Act (Act No. 28 of 1943), which limited Indian purchase of land, 
especially in Durban. This resulted in the political mobilisation of Indians and multiple 
protests.  
 
In 1946 the Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian Representation Act, also referred to as the 
Ghetto Act, was passed by the Union government in South Africa (Hansen 2012:30). 
This policy implied that there were certain zones in urban areas that Indians could 
occupy, thus reducing “the risk of juxtaposition” of Indians and Whites living next to 
each other or in close proximity (Hansen 2012:30). It was during this period that India 
– still under British control – terminated its relations with South Africa due to the 
country’s racism and discriminatory policies (Hansen 2012:31).  
 
By 1949 racial tensions between Indian residents and Zulu-speaking workers, who 
rented shacks from Indian landowners, typically small wooden buildings with a 
corrugated iron roof, had escalated into riots in areas such as Durban and, most notably, 
Cato Manor (Hansen 2012:31). The biggest riot in Durban broke out in 1949, following 
a scuffle at the Victoria street market between an Indian shop owner and Zulu-speaking 
worker, resulting in the injuring of a Zulu child (Hansen 2012:102). Hansen (2012:102) 
notes that after the incident, rumours of the attack and the ‘death’ of a young child 
spread. This resulted in deadly assaults on Indian civilians and Indian-owned shops in 





The riots and attacks in 1949 resulted in the death of 142 people on all sides, with a 
further 1087 injured (Hansen 2012:103). Latent tensions were heightened in 1950 
when the Group Areas Act (Act no. 41 of 1950) was passed in order to create permanent 
racial segregation between not only ‘Whites’ and ‘Non-Whites’, but also Indians and 
different groups of black Africans. Hansen (2012:106) describes how properties that 
were looted during the previous riots were beginning to be reclaimed, if somewhat 
hesitantly, by the original Indian owners. Cato Manor, situated in the heart of the ‘Zulu’ 
areas, was claimed as part of an initiative by the African National Congress (ANC) in 
1950 (Hansen 2012:107). This sparked widespread disagreements over ownership of 
land on the part of both the Indian community and local black people, as Indian 
landowners had often rented out shacks to Zulu-speaking workers in the Cato Manor 
area (Hansen 2012:109).  
 
Photographs and memory 
 
In the case of my family, both restorative and reflective nostalgia, which I explain below, 
may influence how the past and the family home are experienced, and inform the way 
individuals relate to family photographs. For some members, the desire to literally 
return to the farm and original house that Jhunna built in Sawoti may be a kind of 
nostalgia expressed when recalling familial memories. On the other hand, some may 
feel a longing for the place and sense of community that was possibly experienced 
during the stay in Sawoti, or perhaps even a longing for the idealised ‘home’ associated 
with India.  
Svetlana Boym (2001: xv) notes that, for descendants of immigrants, photographs may 
kindle nostalgia for what their parents’ or grandparents’ lives might have been like in 
their birthplace or the family home. Boym (2001: xiii) describes nostalgia as a sentiment 
of loss, alienation and displacement. Nostalgia can also take the form of a utopian 
romance or fantasy, which is also found in the longing for ‘home’ or the return to home. 
This idea of home may be figurative or literal. Nostalgia, according to Boym (2001: xiv), 
depends on the passing of time, when, with the progression of our daily lives, there 
may be longing to return to times imagined as simpler than the present.  
 
Boym (2001:41) explores two types of nostalgia, restorative and reflective. The first, 




to notions of a lost home, whether on a personal or national level. Restorative nostalgia 
can be explained as the fictionalisation of historical truths, often created through the 
lens of popular culture in the form of mass-produced images relating to historic 
moments that are deemed significant. Restorative nostalgia is undesirable as it is often 
a negative representation of collective memories, while reflective nostalgia is a positive 
way to remember and reflect on aspects of history. Restorative nostalgia, according to 
Boym (2001:45) is unsentimental because it functions within the fictionalised evidence 
of ‘truth’ and history. It affirms that between the past and the present there exists a 
truthful narration that is available to the public.  
 
Reflective nostalgia, on the other hand, “lingers on ruins, the patina of time and 
history”, as Boym (2001: 41) puts it. Boym (2001:50) suggests that reflective nostalgia 
is inconclusive. Constructed from fragments of memory, it considers the effects of 
passing time, distance and migration when constructing notions of home. Reflective 
nostalgia understands the former home as a place that cannot be rebuilt to replicate 
the original home or the myths about it, but rather allows for the narration of the 
relationship between the past and the present (Boym 2001:50). This form of nostalgia 
also lends itself to a more self-consciously ironic view of the past.  
 
The dynamics of both restorative and reflective nostalgia can be seen to play out in the 
relationships people have with keepsakes or stories shared from one generation to the 
next. Barthes (1980:26) argues that the punctum is a manifestation of a past reality 
that the viewer can relate to, and reflective nostalgia functions in a similar way by 
evoking a past memory for the individual viewer. This is congruent with Boym’s 
(2001:49) suggestion that the photograph forms part of individual and cultural memory.  
Mitchell (1998:29) observes that by photographing a specific moment, a photographer 
produces a physical reminder of an instant that has passed. He goes on to describe 
photographs as fossilised impressions of reality, calling this act of photographing a 
moment as a close to the idea of “the adherence to the referent”. Sontag points out 
that, for many people, photographs are factual and constitute evidence of truth. She 
later affirms this belief as she states that “photographed images do not seem to be 
statements about the world so much as pieces of it” (Sontag 1977:4). Photographs 
allow families to create a chronicle of their lives and give an impression of family 
cohesion (Sontag 1977:8). Alternatively, Woods (1984:148-149) notes that a 
photograph is used as a keepsake and that it can be seen as a record of a moment. 




excluded when the photograph was taken. This exclusion may also play a role in shaping 
an idealised narrative. While Sontag (1977:4) suggests that a photograph and 
subsequently a photo album creates a chronicle of a family’s life, Woods (1984:149) 
proposes that the keepsake may be a reminder of something more, such as a lost loved 
one or home. Through photographs, I have been able to construct a partial timeline of 
what occurred during my family’s stay in Sawoti.  
As discussed in the Introduction, a photograph is an index of the past, as Barthes 
(1980:88) explains, and therefore informs memories of events that have already 
occurred. It seemingly provides tangible evidence of a moment and immortalises it. 
Barthes (1980:88) attributes “an umbilical cord” to family photographs, which connects 
people to shared moments. Photographs thus create a place of belonging within family 
memories. As he points out, a photograph provides insight into who his mother was 
before his birth, and at the same time ensures that he is able to recall and identify her 
physical features (Barthes 1980:65). In this example, a sense of longing is created by 
identifying a person who is absent yet still remembered through photographs. Memory 
is aided and sustained by photographs. 
 
Family photography and representations of Sawoti as an idyll 
 
How space is structured is often informed by not only collective myth is but often also 
cultural practices. One of the key cultural influences that shaped Sawoti was religion 
and its impact on the daily lives of its inhabitants. With the construction of a temple, a 
sense of belonging was created for my maternal family and a means by which they 
could keep their religious practices alive. 
 
Through reworking these images in my art practice, a space, which may be seen as the 
family farm, a sentimental and romanticised area, may be viewed through the lens of 
reflective nostalgia. Boym (2001:50) explains that reflective nostalgia can be found in 
elements such as fragments, or the fragmentation of history, that are ironic in the 
exploration of history. It is within this fragmentation of memories, with bits and pieces 
of history lost over time, that I create artworks representing images and artefacts that 





Reflective nostalgia in this form is fictionalised through one’s relationship with the 
objects that linger in ruins, such as the temple in this case. This allows the individual to 
question the authenticity of the object or artefact, as a patina may cover the ruin due 
to the passing of time. The re-representation of family members through nostalgia and 
collected photographs and documents results in a shift in how one may perceive the 
history that has changed (Boym 2001:53). The sentimentality shown towards what 
lingers on in the original image is crucial in discussing my perception of collective 
memories. 
When considering a place as an object that governs our daily lives, it is important to 
note that a specific kind of association is made to it (Shields 2013:47). A record of the 
place or a place-image may be traced throughout various periods of history by means 
of people’s individual and collective involvement with it. However, over time a lessening 
of the place-image occurs, so that it might become a simplified version of what the 
place once was. This reduction of a place to a specific concept or narrative may be 
influenced in part by its symbolic or cultural significance to its residents (Shields 
2013:47). As an area with rich cultural influence, Sawoti has attained a particular place-
image for my family. As such, it may be seen as an idyll for them or, a ‘place away’ 
from negative associations. The characterisation of the temple as a cultural home may 
have ensured for them that spiritual roots remain in place, or are indeed planted in a 
place to grow and flourish. The decrease in farmers still at work in Sawoti, as well as 
the subsequent demolition of the family home, plays a significant role in how the 
remaining photographs within the family’s collection have become a place holder for an 
idealised lifestyle that belongs to the past.  
 
As Dennis Walder (2011:50) points out, we construct our identities through language, 
tradition and accounts of memories. He (2011:49) remarks that immigrants often feel 
alienated from the places they came from or were born in, and therefore struggle to 
create a sense of belonging. To depart from a birthplace and find refuge in another, he 
observes, creates a tension in people’s sense of belonging and existence (Walder 
2012:49). Moreover, as Boym (2001: xvi) suggests, there is often disillusionment linked 
to the longing to return home, because the idea of home may be confused with an 
imagined version of what home should be like.  
 
Indentured labourers that remained in South Africa resorted to creating shrines in their 
homes, each reserving different spaces for this purpose, to maintain spiritual and 




(2013:53-54) observes, religious practices during indenture were informal, consisting 
of places of prayer built by weaving branches of acacia trees together. The arrival of 
people belonging to the influential Brahmin caste formalised Hindu and Tamil practices 
in Natal; after indenture ended, Brahmins contracted labourers to construct permanent 
temples of stone and plaster.17 For Chetty (2013:54), the construction of temples in 
stone suggests that Indians were creating a permanent place for themselves in South 
Africa, ‘rooting’ themselves in the landscape.  
 
Identities are also constructed in relation to place and political contexts. For example, 
contemporary notions of South African indigenous homelands and homes had their 
foundations in the Land Act of 1913, which robbed black communities of their lands, 
and in consequent Acts that restricted people of colour to specific areas (Walder 
2011:59). The notion of spatial segregation that Shields (2013:46) alludes to above, 
namely that which affected certain races, was reinforced during apartheid as it was a 
fundamental way to separate groups of people. Nevertheless, while many  South 
Africans conformed with segregation in the way they formed communities and inhabited 
spaces, many of the stories I have been told of Sawoti from the time of my mother’s 
childhood include her friendship with the neighbouring family, notwithstanding their 
cultural and social differences. It is also significant that the family only settled in Sawoti 
after indenture. They experienced the system of indentured servitude and, perhaps 
owing to this, experienced and developed the agency to create a place for themselves. 
Their construction of an identity that tied them to Sawoti has elements of an idyllic 
lifestyle expressed in their accessibility to other people of colour in the area. In western 
perceptions, an idyllic life, a life untouched by strife, was not something people of colour 
could experience and enjoy. However, my family’s construct of ‘place away’ has, for 
me, similar connotations to that of an idyll.     
 
Shields (2013:46) proposes that social spatialisation is subject to the inclusion and 
exclusion of individuals, based on “hegemonic systems of thought”, and that these 
divisions may relate to both class divisions and cultural hierarchies. Such divisions are 
expressed through the use of spatial metaphors or “descriptive spatial divisions” 
(Shields 2013:29). In the case of South Africa, apartheid is an example of a descriptive 
spatial division. By separating people based on race, imaginary geographies and borders 
 




were associated with a specific set of values informed by historic events such as 
colonialisation and apartheid. 
 
Sawoti was formally established by Ram Chowthee in 1922 as part of a government-
aided agricultural area (Bramdaw 1960: 84). Ram Chowthee (Bramdaw 1960: 84), who 
arrived in South Africa in 1896 as a merchant, later bought the land that was my 
maternal family’s farm. The Chowthee family bought Jhunna’s, my great great 
grandmothers land in the 1940s, thereafter the Sivpersad family rented the land here, 
continuing to work and live on the farm until the late 1990s. My paternal family rented 
a plot of land from the Chowthees from the late 1930s to the late 1950s.  
 
The black-and-white photographs taken by Kally and Badsha discussed here can be 
considered as an attempt to document settings in KwaZulu-Natal as representations of 
‘truth’.  I notice that Kally and Badsha followed the lives of people in several 
communities in KwaZulu-Natal. This is evident in Badsha’s documentary photography 
book Imijondolo (1985). My family took colour pictures that emphasise their love for 
the soil that they farmed, evident in their posing for photographs in front of crates of 
tomatoes, as well as in their use of the river as an idyllic backdrop to many of their 
group photos. Their use of the landscape as a means of survival is evident in this way, 
but also points to the possibility that they aestheticised the landscape through the 
photographs they took of it. The landscape also helps construct Sawoti as a perfect 
place, informing my understanding and use of the images as a ‘place away’ in my own 
artworks, such as Amichand and family at Sawoti River 70s, which I discuss in Chapter 
2.  
   
Looking at an image of Sawoti, Sawoti valleys (Fig. 7), I am drawn to the notion of 
decay and its role in nostalgia. South African writer, J.M Coetzee, looks at the pastoral 
garden in the Cape colony as place that mediated between the farm as a place of calm 
from a western perspective and the strife of city life(Coetzee 1988:3). His narrative in 
White writing (1988) runs contrary to my family’s settling and construction of a ‘place 
away’. Yet I associate Coetzee’s images of urban decay with Sawoti’s ruined temple and 
the family home that no longer exists. For me, the notion of ancient terrain that 
mediates between the city and Sawoti is located in the image of the winding gravel road 
descending through the valleys and over the river that runs through it. In my maternal 
family’s case, home – or rather the place that we have accepted as home – originated 




indenture. They were consequently awarded land in Sawoti after their terms of 
indenture had ended.  
 
What makes a landscape ‘picturesque’ and how does this differ from ‘idyllic’? To Coetzee 
(1988:39), a landscape painting is picturesque when its composition consists of 
receding planes with a larger central feature placed in a middle plane. This may be a 
clump of trees or something that has significance for the landscape. For Coetzee 
(1988:39), this aesthetic representation positions beauty (the idyllic) and the sublime 
as important to such a landscape. He also notes that the word ‘landscape’ refers to both 
physical and aesthetic features. ‘Picturesque’ implies an aesthetic that alludes to nature 
and art simultaneously (Coetzee 1988:40). The photograph of a landscape that extends 
down to Sawoti (Fig. 7) includes a background of distant mountains and a foreground 
disrupted by the branches of trees. The inclusion of mountains, or a lake and even ruins 
in pictures of the landscape – as seen in my family’s photographs – would be what 
Coetzee (1988:39) would identify as its picturesque qualities. In photographing Sawoti, 
my family unknowingly seem to have made use of similar aesthetic conventions that 
relied on the landscape as a focus, and there are perhaps idyllic motifs in the 
photographs. This is probably because the family aspired to construct a pleasant view 
of the landscape for their personal satisfaction and interestingly, or perhaps ironically, 
it obscures the political realities of land ownership at the time.  
 
Sawoti: The temple and its people 
 
In his book, Shame, Salman Rushdie (1983:86) writes the following:  
 
We know the force of gravity, but not its origins; and to explain why we 
become attached to our birthplaces we pretend that we are trees and 
speak of roots. Look under your feet. You will not find gnarled growths 
sprouting through the soles. Roots, I sometimes think, are a 
conservative myth, designed to keep us in our places. 
 
Rushdie (1983:86) equates gravity with belonging and uses the metaphor of roots to 
depict how movement away from ‘home’ may be experienced. His concept of people’s 
attachment to a birthplace may explain, at least in part, why Sawoti is seen as a ‘place 




This was a notable event that marks my family’s acceptance of South Africa as a home 
with spiritual roots. Four generations ago members of my family helped construct the 
temple, and my grandfather and mother both attended the school. Therefore, early 
photographs of the temple and school are loaded with sentiment for me. Although I 
have only visited Sawoti twice, I feel an attachment to this place. I ask whether a sense 
of belonging to a shared history may be confused with an attachment evolving from a 
romantic idea of a place constructed from inherited images. Moving away from the farm, 
moving on and leaving a childhood home has always featured in stories told to me by 
my parents. In Chapter 2 I grapple with the notion of belonging and nuanced links 
between belonging and an idealised familial image.  The familial experience of the 
temple as a beautiful place that ensures a sense of harmony and togetherness is 
perhaps an example of a place that may be viewed as perfect. 
 
When considering Sawoti, my notion of it as ‘a place away’ involves decay. The steady 
deterioration of the temple discernible in family photographs taken between 1960 and 
2019 (Figs 8, 9 and 10) suggest how, even in ruins, the structure may be experienced 
as an icon/object or signifier of attachment to a spiritual place. As Wolfgang Kemp 
(1990:102) observes, the most notable attractions to an object of cultural importance 
often include elements of decay. Photographs of the decaying Sawoti temple record the 
gradual dilapidation of a place now regarded as picturesque.  
 
According to Kemp (1990:107), the picturesque depends on a perception of reality that 
is somewhat altered, so that associations to historic and political issues are not evident 
or do not disturb it. The visual rhetoric Kemp (1990:104) describes as ‘picturesque’ in 
current times is a place that has been subjected to ruin. This is relevant to the early 
family photographs of Sawoti that reveal dirt and decay, which inadvertently expose 
the socio-political conditions surrounding the family and their reliance on the temple.  
I suggest that, from the first image of the temple, Sawoti school and temple on the 
opening day in 1933 (Fig. 8) to the most recent image taken during my visit in 2019, 
Sawoti temple (Fig. 10), there are elements that may be reminiscent of what Kemp 
describes as picturesque. As Kemp (1990:108) points out, photography plays a role in 
the representation of the landscape as picturesque, as it establishes distance between 
the viewer and what is being photographed. He notes, in relation to early photographs 
of urban landscapes, that both rural and urban scenes are often dirty and depict neglect. 




documented in photographs represent buildings and architecture that are dilapidated 
(Kemp 1990:108-109).  
 
The early black-and-white photograph (Fig. 8) taken on the opening day of the temple 
and Hindu school, as well as the colour photograph of the temple taken in the 1960s 
(Fig. 9), depict the temple in its former glory. The structure is painted in bright colours 
and adorned with sculptures of deities on the walls. The most recent photograph (Fig. 
10) shows a temple in the process of reclamation by nature, speaking of the loss of 
Sawoti as the familial home. Even so, the building still functions as a place of prayer, 
and due to this some family members still associate it with home. Members of my 
maternal family, as well as other families who lived in Sawoti prior to 1990, often visit 
the temple and continue to pray there during pitar pak, the period in the Hindu calendar 
when Hindus pay homage to their ancestors. Even though the outside of the temple is 
in a state of decay, the inside is kept clean and updated with an annual Hindu calendar, 
as Inside Sawoti temple shows (Fig. 12). 
 
Returning to the family home: Lost languages and landscapes 
 
My paternal family left Sawoti earlier than other families and relocated to Cato Manor 
and Umkomaas. Strict land laws during apartheid had made it increasingly difficult for 
my maternal grandfather to move around for work, and the family were thus obliged to 
leave Sawoti in 1983. To some extent, movement away from Sawoti resulted in a loss 
of religion, culture and most notably language. While my grandparents retained fluency 
in languages passed down from their parents, Tamil-Kannada, a dialect of Tamil, is no 
longer spoken by my family and we have accepted English as our first language. Despite 
the loss of Tamil-Kannada and Hindi as mother tongues and India as a motherland 
amongst the following generations, my grandmother still sees India as a place ‘to return 
to’ before her death, although she  has had no real connection to India other than Hindi 
as her mother tongue. The connection ends with her generation. My parents have a 
limited knowledge of their parents’ and grandparents’ first languages, but my brother 
and I as well as our cousins have no understanding of the language at all.  
 
My extended family documented their time in Sawoti by photographing events such as 
birthdays and the everyday activities of the family enjoying their time on the farm. Their 




their relationships with people that lived on neighbouring farms. In Sawoti, a place of 
religious significance, decisions of daily life were governed not only by the religious 
practices of its inhabitants, but also their collective dependence on the river. There are 
a number of photographs suggesting this. Sawoti river (Figure 11), reveals how my 
family understood and related to the river as a guide and landmark for the location of 
the family home. It also subtlety indicates how much their lives were influenced by the 
river. Their income as rural farmers depended on the volume of water they could pump 
from it to water their crops. The river has been photographed during a dry period, 
indicating how this may be viewed as a precious resource and how precarious their 
survival was.  
 
Sawoti river and later photographs may equally point to the river as marker of an idyllic 
life in this rural and unspoilt environment. In my written interview with my mother 
conducted in 2019, she observed that “Sawoti was a peaceful place with a huge sense 
of community”, structured around their ability to farm and their willingness to share 
their vegetables with neighbours. My mother also notes that, of all the photographs in 
the family archive, those of the river are the ones she remembers clearly and they have 
the most meaning for her.  
 
Giuseppina Sapio (2014:39) notes how particularly analogue photographs passed down 
from one generation to the next form part of personal and collective memories in a 
family setting. According to her, family narratives shift from one generation to the next 
as photographs are passed down.  
 
Photographs can play an important role in the care and continuation of religious 
practices: in a family’s place of prayer, a photograph of someone who has passed away 
is frequently placed near the family lamp (Figs. 13 and 14). In my own family’s photo 
albums18 there are various photographs that have been used in home shrines, images 
often worn away with time. Certain photographs are adorned with flowers, and a 
Kumkum19 is placed on the foreheads of the deceased as a symbol of respect and 
longevity. These physical markers of devotion are viewed in relation to memories of the 
people depicted, sustaining physical and emotional connections to the photograph. 
 
18 Often photographs of deceased members of the family are enlarged and framed for hanging 
in places of prayer, in order to memorialise and pay tribute to the dead.  
19 A Kumkum is used to ward off evil and also indicates the marital status of a woman, depending 
on the colour of the powder or bindi dot placed on her forehead. This is information that has 





The image of Jhunna in Sawoti (Fig 15), dating the late 1950s, serves as a family 
reminder of her life and time in Sawoti. The matriarch of the family typically plays a 
significant role in my maternal family members’ religious lives and this photograph of 
Jhunna is a feature in many of their homes. It was taken on an analogue camera with 
analogue film and developed through a chemical process before being printed on paper. 
There are literal traces of history in the crinkling and torn edges of the old photograph. 
These are what Sapio (2014:39) refers to as physical indications of time passing.  
 
Art historian Nalini Moodley (2015:1) navigates her own memories and Indian heritage 
according to the memories that her mother and grandmother shared with her, 
expressing a longing for their homeland as a place of belonging. She questions her place 
in South Africa and her experience of this country as her current home and place of 
birth. Her understanding of the Indian community’s spiritual relationship with land 
informs my interpretation of Sawoti as a construction of an idyll that was manifest not 
only through photographic renditions of the landscape but also the building of a temple 
in the area. Moodley (2015:3) notes that temples in India were central hubs of the cities 
built around them. 
 
In her own writing, Moodley’s (2015:2) family background and Hindu faith create a 
complex understanding of land and belonging, as the Hindu philosophy teaches its 
believers that land is sacred and life-giving. She explores images of Hindu deities in the 
South African landscape, which are important to her as daily prayer expresses 
fundamental attachments to the earth as a mother that gives back to her children.  
Dilip Menon (2018), Director of the Centre for Indian studies in Africa at the University 
of Witwatersrand, identifies and probes the history of indentured labourers and the 1947 
exclusion of Indians as a problematic factor in how descendants may view themselves. 
Under the conditions of both indenture and apartheid a new sense of identity developed 
in various communities. Furthermore, this new identity resulted from a ‘forced’ 
acceptance when the Indian government in 1947 stated that all Indians born outside 
the country have no claim to India as home, but rather belonged to the land in which 
they were born (Desai & Vahed 2012: 494).20  
 
20 The India Independence Act of 1947 saw the withdrawal of India from the British Empire after 
World War II. Thereafter, the hyphenated term, “South African-Indian”, gained currency. This 
was, and is, a way to maintain the kinship between place of origin and current place of belonging 






Menon (2018 [sp]) suggests that a person of Indian origin will be bound to India by an 
umbilical cord, despite time passing. He also considers Jawaharlal Nehru’s 
characterisation, “guests of the Africans”, important to an understanding of a sense of 
‘non-belonging’ that grew after India’s 1947 independence and exclusion of people of 
Indian descent born elsewhere. The exclusion of Indian people from India in 1947, 
together with current land expropriation in South Africa, further support my 
understanding of Sawoti as an idyll for the family.  
When I travelled to the farm in 2019, I felt, perhaps for the first time in my life, as 
though I belonged to a place and to the family I was born into. Although the house in 
Sawoti no longer stands, and can only be reached if you are brave enough to walk the 
short distance from the road to the foundation, where you may encounter an angry cow 
with calf or a black mamba nesting, one can see the foundations from an aerial view.  
Land ownership in South Africa and returning to one’s roots remains, however, a 
contested activity. In 2012 the family farm was reclaimed by a teacher who claims that, 
prior to my family living there, the land belonged to his ancestors. He was subsequently 
given a tractor and money to start farming the land again. In the months that followed, 
he bulldozed the family home and started building a new house on the land. However, 
he soon lost interest in the project and never returned. He was kind enough to allow 
the Sivpersad family to keep the family graves on the land, and Raju and his family 
frequent Sawoti to pray in the dilapidated temple and visit the graves of Jhunna and 
Nerhoo.  
 
Unlike the Sivpersads, the Chetty family was able to retrace family connections back to 
India. As I mentioned above, Papa Chetty returned to the family home in India after 
she completed her contract as an indentured labourer. My great-uncle Pepe was able to 
visit her before she died some years ago. He was welcomed into their home and her 
children shared some of her tales from her time in South Africa. However, even though 
they welcomed him, they refused to acknowledge him as ‘family’, fearing he would try 
to buy land in India. Such social interactions suggest further complexities in land 
ownership and how they may cross geographies, reinforcing my interpretation of my 
family’s need to consider their time in Sawoti as ‘a place away’, and their photographs 
as connoting an idyllic existence.  
          
As Hirsch points out, hierarchies in families are inadvertently documented in family 




recording of family history (Hirsch 2012: 7). However, as American-based art historian 
Mette Sandbye (2014:4) suggests, not everyone in the family is necessarily represented 
in the family album. In our case, although we have documents that prove Nerhoo came 
from India as an indentured labourer, the family has no photographs of him. The idea 
of Nerhoo as a key figure in my maternal family may well be forgotten by the next 
generation, as our family history is no longer shared as consistently as before and 
younger generations increasingly rely on photographs to fill in gaps in our sense of 
belonging. 
Family photographs also document the transition of a child from birth to adulthood, but 
again not everyone is included. This is important to note, as not all the children in my 
family were photographed. In the case of my cousins, Gashley and Bianca Sivpersad, 
their childhood was documented by the extended family only after their parents died.21 
Taken in the early 1990s, the photograph of Gashley and Bianca is perhaps one of the 
earliest of the siblings (Fig. 16). That it was taken with the family camera in Sawoti is 
important, as prior to this, family photographs were taken at a studio in the nearest 
town, Umzinto; or when a private and professional photographer was hired to 
photograph important events like weddings. 
The family album shows the transformation of the family, and the shift from one 
generation to the next, ensuring that its members are identifiable or recognisable by 
later generations through an elder’s relationships with photographs (Hirsch 2012: 53). 
To the family, the photograph of Gashley and Bianca alludes to the absence of their 
parents. The photograph of the siblings apart from the extended family, and without 
their parents Krishna and Shamila, sometimes leads to questions about the omission of 
their parents from the extended album. 
 
Family photography and representations of Indian families in the works of 
Ranjith Kally and Omar Badsha 
 
I contrast photographs in my family’s album with those of other Indian families and 
communities that were published in mainstream magazines such as Drum. Many of their 
photographs taken by Kally and Badsha depict the extreme political upheaval 
 
21 Gashley and Bianca lost their parents in the late 1990s. Shamila had a heart attack at 29 
years old. Krishna, a truck driver, died less than10 months later, as someone attempted to steal 
his gun at knifepoint. After he pulled his firearm out in self-defence, he was stabbed several 
times. He managed to drive to the nearest hospital but succumbed to his injuries while 




experienced in the country. Their iconographies contrast dramatically to my 
understanding of my family’s time in Sawoti as idyllic. Granted, the images of Sawoti 
look back to my parents’ and grandparents’ childhoods nostalgically, despite the 
inequalities of apartheid. Their photo albums do not romanticise apartheid, but they 
allow for a nuanced reading of their experiences. My family’s construction of Sawoti as 
a ‘place away’ resists the pervasive power of apartheid and colonialism. Instead they 
use their photographs to create an idyllic place through their refusal to incorporate 
racialized power relations as part of their lives. This is their own construct and model, 
which probably was not a conscious choice, but exercised control over the 
representation of the way they lived their lives.   
 
Kally’s Home before the storm (1946) emphasises the landscape in which two little girls 
are depicted (Fig. 17). As he writes, this photograph was taken on the banks of the 
Umgeni River, in an area where many poorer Indian families constructed their dwellings 
out of corrugated iron after indenture ended (Kally 2014:12). The settlement was 
established near the river as the community had no running water. The two unidentified 
girls walk with their backs towards the camera, up a narrow path towards a shack on a 
hill. The surrounding grass is overgrown, the narrow path suggesting the area around 
them was once tended, or at least had its grass cut. Kally’s image reveals the differences 
in documenting people by an outsider, unlike my own family’s photographs. Emphasis 
is not placed on the identity of the girls, but rather on their path home and the living 
conditions of the shack dwellers. This documentary photograph sets out to expose living 
conditions during times of political upheaval. Significantly, the title of Kally’s photograph 
alludes to an impending storm. This ‘storm’ may well be of a political nature, his image 
evoking connotations of the Ghetto Act (Act no. 28, 1946). Perhaps his Home before 
the storm (Kally 1946) represents the restrictive law that affected communities far 
worse than the previous Pegging Act of 1943.    
The punctum of Kally’s image is perhaps the girls’ path home, whereas in the image of 
Gerisha and Pria Sivpersad, my maternal aunts, it is their clothes. Unlike Kally’s 
photograph of the unidentifiable girls, that of Gerisha and Pria, taken in early 1970s, 
emphasises their individuality (Fig. 18).  
 
While the image of Gerisha and Pria connotes a rather ‘idyllic’ life, Kally’s image is a 
more direct indication of abject poverty. Although the title of the work suggests that 
the girls have a place to live in, their living conditions are impermanent. Ortega (2008: 




trauma may highlight the dependency we have on others. In this sense, Kally’s 
unidentified girls may depend on each other for safety, while Gerisha and Pria depend 
on the comfort associated with family farm life.  
 
The 1970s photograph of my maternal family enjoying an outing near the Sawoti River 
captures some of the qualities commonly attributed to picturesque images (Fig 19). This 
photograph may have been taken on one of the outings to the temple or on the family 
farm, where the nearest point along the river provided the family with fresh water. The 
central feature of this photograph suggests family unity. The child that appears to be 
running away from the posed family group creates a visual disruption and one’s eye is 
drawn to the landscape. The image may suggest family solidarity but the departing child 
disrupts this, as the child’s casual activity that the camera has recorded has signifies 
an added layer and possible interpretation to the image.  
 
Over a four-year period from 1980 to 1984, Omar Badsha attempted to highlight the 
myriad living conditions and interracial connections of people of colour living in the Natal 
township known as Amouti in Inanda, located thirty kilometres north of Durban. His 
documentary photographs were published in Imijondolo (1985), a book that includes 
several phases of his activist work. The photograph entitled Couple with child 
(Imijondolo 1985) is generally considered a candid portrayal of township life during the 
1980s (Fig. 20) Taken in Amouti, it depicts an Indian woman and her African partner 
with their child outside the doorway to their home.  
 
Patricia Hayes (2011:557) argues that the photographs taken by Badsha of family 
settings in Inanda have political and historical value, as they record the forced removals 
that took place there. In 1985 violence broke out in Inanda. As Heather Hughes 
(1987:331) notes, conflict in the region had been building up for over 18 months, 
apparently as an outcome of political manipulation of African people by the National 
Party regime, which mandated that Inanda be released from the amended Land Act 
from 1936 (Hughes 1987:3).  
 
Documentation of families in domestic and township settings, such as Cato Manor in 
1958 at the time of forced removals discussed earlier, provide insight into some of the 
hardships experienced by the Indian community. Badsha (cited in Hayes 2011:557) 
describes the economic and population growth in Inanda during the period he took his 





The contrast between the two families photographed in Amichand Sivpersad and 
children near Sawoti river 1960s (Fig 19) and Badsha’s Couple with child (Fig 20) 
provides insight into how the depiction of families from an outsider’s perspective versus 
an insider’s perspective may be influenced by the political climate of an area. Badsha’s 
photograph of the interracial couple and their child highlights how the intimate 
relationship between people can be understood as a symbol of resistance to laws. In 
contrast, the image of my family represents family togetherness and thus 
unquestionable unity, perhaps because of their lived experience of Sawoti as an 
idealised place, or their portrayal of it as such.  
 
In the photograph Sivpersad cousins in Sawoti 1994 (Fig. 21), the children are seen in 
front of the family’s farm vehicle. I am drawn to their clothes, as some are too big for 
them, and a few do not wear shoes, suggesting poverty. This becomes increasingly 
clear when family members are asked to recount stories from their childhood. Upon 
reflection both my mother and my grandfather’s brother recall that, apart from 
providing for the family and extended family they were also able to sell their produce. 
Food grown on the family farm was taken to the local market in an attempt to raise 
much-needed cash, while this photograph does not show their poverty as an extreme 
in comparison with earlier documentary photographs, one can allude to their economic 
standing based on their clothes and memories of Sawoti. Badsha’s photograph of Inanda 
taken in the 1980s (Fig. 22) and Kally’s Washing dishes in tin town (Fig. 23) from about 
the same time document the abject poverty found in Inanda. In one photograph a little 
girl is standing behind various metal containers, near houses plastered with clay. The 
ground around her is uneven and appears dry. To the left, a second girl holds onto what 
appears to be a mattress that has been left outside. Her dress is tattered and seems 
too big for her. Badsha’s photograph suggests that the children are subject to the 
poverty during apartheid that much of his documentary work deals with. Ashraf Jamal 
(2015 [sp]) describes Badsha’s photographs as a record of political life that continues 
to influence South Africa’s heterogeneous cultures. In addition, Jamal (2015 [sp]) 
maintains that Badsha’s interpretation of the country can be seen as expressing his 
longing for a non-racial settlement and democratic South Africa.  
 
Located on the banks of the Umgeni River, Tin Town was a shanty town that became 
home to many poor Indian families. Kally’s photograph, Washing dishes in Tin Town 




her are two children and, in the distance, there are women busy at a makeshift working 
area just outside their shack. The photograph indicates their poverty and the 
impermanence of their home. In his description of this work, Kally (2014:168) observes 
that the woman used dust and charcoal to clean her dishes. She has a metal bucket of 
water in which she rinses her dishes with a cup thereafter. Such works testify to what 
living conditions were like in the shanty town. To an outsider, who might take the 
provision of running water for granted, this kind of documentary photography reveals, 
in a striking way, the daily challenges experienced by the residents of the township or 




Often the documentary photographs by Kally and Badsha are devoid of focus on natural 
beauty, and emphasise tasks deemed necessary for survival. On the contrary, 
photographs by my family emphasise lush surroundings, with which they share an 
intimate relationship. Although their survival depended on the land, they chose to reflect 
moments of happiness. Jhunna and Nirhoo’s decision to build a house in Sawoti has 
evolved over time into a place the family returns to as a ‘place away’ from city life, 
rather than a place of survival. From my family’s photographs of children situated in 
the Sawoti landscape to their religious use of photographs, the emphasis is placed on 
the care and continuation of the familial narrative and archive. This differs from images 
by activist photographers who did not necessarily live in these surroundings themselves, 
where unidentified figures are a record of an existence marred by poverty and 
oppression. 
 
The latter photographs may be used as evidence of oppression to outsiders, promoting 
awareness of the social impact of government legislation experienced by many during 
apartheid. The omission of geopolitical elements in my family’s photography seems 
glaring at times, countering the narrative of racialised inequality that pervades notions 
of land and belonging in South Africa. Instead they show that, for many of my family 
members, Sawoti is regarded as an idyllic place. By comparing my family’s photographs 
with those of Kally and Badsha, I have shown several narratives from various 
perspectives. At the same time, I have extended the knowledge of, and narratives 




communities explored in documentary photography helps to situate and explain my 






A perfect place 
 
In this chapter, I piece together a sense of belonging for myself. In Chapter 1, I engaged 
images and texts that inform the socio-political influences that have surfaced in my 
family’s lives since their time in Sawoti. I now move on to a discussion of how I sought 
to create a mirroring ‘perfect place’ or, as I described earlier, ‘a place away’ in the body 
of artworks I made as part of this research. 
 
My artworks figuratively probe the layered notion of a perfect place, as I reconsider and 
reconstruct the family album in visual form. For practical purposes, I have arranged the 
discussion of my artwork and text related to it into four smaller sections, each focusing 
on distinct groups of artworks.22 I am aware that, given the nuanced approach I have 
taken in my digital prints, aluminium etchings and cyanotypes, categorisation of my 
practical working methods into separate sections may be compromised by such 
classificatory discourse. However, this approach has allowed me the space to deal with 
literature relevant to each section and to draw meaning from recurring motifs in our 
family photographs, such as the temple and the river.  
 
The first section consists of a series of aluminium-acid etchings that emphasise the 
Ncazuka River that runs through Sawoti. The aluminium plates became the basis of a 
series of digital prints that are discussed at length later in this chapter. The second 
group of artworks comprises a series of cyanotypes on canvas.23 These include stitched 
 
22 Cyanotype printing refers to a now-obsolete photographic printing process, by which an image, 
usually a negative, is printed on acetate and once exposed onto the substrate develops a positive 
image. This results in a cyan-blue image on the paper or canvas in the case of my work. 
23 For this body of work, I photographed the temple in 2019 and began creating a blueprint of 
the temple’s progression from the earliest pictures of it to the pictures I took. I have included 




items significant to Hindu iconography and practices, as I focus on the temple in Sawoti. 
In the third body of artworks, I make use of historical documents, such as newspaper 
clippings and certificates, which mark Sawoti as a site linked to my family’s notion of 
belonging. These documents have been printed on handmade sugarcane paper that I 
dyed blue, reminiscent of cyanotypes. Through this manipulation of the paper itself, I 
evoke my ancestors’ time as indentured labourers, since I process sugarcane by hand, 
a form of labour that echoes their labour.  
 
The matrix of sugarcane evokes not only the language of labour but also plays an 
important role as a component of the artworks. Cleaning the sugarcane, stripping the 
outer bark and then hand beating the fibre was a form of catharsis for me. Thereafter 
it is cooked for approximately eight hours before it is washed and beaten in an electric 
beater to reduce the thickness and size of the fibres. I blend my sugarcane pulp with a 
ratio of 60/40; including 40% cotton pulp with the sugarcane fibres and dye creates a 
surface that can be used to print on. The labour-intensive process may be viewed as a 
metaphor for taking apart and reconstructing my family history into an altogether new 
narrative. 
 
Some of my artworks may provide a glimpse of aspects of the history of indenture that 
have been suppressed in my family archive. The Certificate of Discharge (Fig. 24) 
stating that Jhunna was given land in Sawoti, for example, was kept out of view and at 
the bottom of a chest at my uncle Raju’s home 30 kilometres away from Sawoti. The 
distance between Raju’s current home and their lost home in Sawoti is a constant 
reminder of social change, as he continued to work in Sawoti until he retired. In my 
mind, Raju has become a gatekeeper to our family’s ancestral home.  
 
My final artwork consists of a video of the now barren landscape, interrupted with 
images that include my older cousins. Their inclusion in the video is significant; the 
enthusiastic exchange of information and memories by Terikha, Cerinha and their 
father, Terry, provided me with encouragement throughout this project. The video has 
no soundtrack, however. While I had thought initially of a voice-over by a member of 
the family recounting their memories of Sawoti, it seemed to me that silence was more 
appropriate and evocative. It reflected that most of my family have not been inclined 
to speak about family histories.  Furthermore, the quietness of the environment was 




have become recurring themes it felt only natural that the video represents what was 
ironically, at many times, a solo journey through my family’s history.  
 
Analogue photography and nostalgia: Process work 
 
In Chapter 1, I showed how a family photo album may be a generalised way of 
representing progression within the family, or a generalised means by which economic 
and social status is shown. I deepen this concept in a body of work made from 
photographs given to me by relatives. For me, the family album and archive were split 
into items belonging to my father before he married my mother, and those my mother 
claimed as her own. The latter include images of my brother and I as infants, as well as 
photographs taken during my parents’ twelve-year marriage. Their divorce caused 
many images and their counterpart memories to slip away, ultimately to be forgotten 
or misplaced. When my mother moved out of a family friends house, they threw away 
many of the boxes that remained in their garage and part of the family photo album 
that was left there was subsequently thrown out too. 
  
While my brother and I remember certain items, such as teddy bears given to us at 
birth, we do not recall all the images that were part of that collection. This loss of images 
that we are no longer able to recall may suggest that the memories associated with 
them no longer hold the same value. While we can retain a memory through the 
relationship we have with a photograph, a missing image permits the memory itself to 
be forgotten as we no longer have a tangible reminder of that moment.  
 
For some, analogue photography may invoke a feeling of nostalgia because of the 
photograph’s materiality, such as photographs printed on paper backed on thick 
cardboard. Families may fetishise such objects as sacred mementos of remembrance. 
This way of preserving a photograph may in itself be a practice that suggests the past 
(Caoduro 2014:71). The images that are reproduced hold a certain aesthetic value that 
speaks of nostalgia or evokes a sense of history. Tonal differences such as those 
between sepia and black-and-white photographs reference specific periods in history 
that contemporary digital photography tries to mimic (Caoduro 2014: 73).  
 
In my artworks, I make use of such analogue photographs, taken on contemporary 
instant cameras, as a starting point for my cyanotypes. In my earliest cyanotype of the 




once enlarged and printed on acetate. While my cyanotypes are not dyed brown to 
evoke the sepia tones that are seen in older photographs in the family collection, they 
have a similar loss of detail and recognisability. I intended to mimic the kind of tonal 
values that occurred in the series of polaroids, taken on an instamatic camera that 
prints them instantly, that I took in Sawoti. However, when I started translating the 
images into possible artworks, I struggled to integrate colour and form in the artworks. 
Unlike the old photographs, my prints are kept either blue or black and white, with hints 
of blue in the digital prints. Blue is a recurring colour in these works, from my 
cyanotypes to the use of dyed paper. Blue, or rather indigo, which was imported from 
India to Europe, means ‘Indian’ in Latin. Like the obsolete language, the use of obsolete 
or perhaps old-fashioned printing processes on a large scale is my means of reclaiming 
the family narrative and ensuring that it continues.  
 
Media scholar Giuseppina Sapio (2014:39) observes that material objects that serve as 
part of the family archive are an index of various forms of progression. However, with 
the passing down of personal and collected memories, the interpretation of the narrative 
is subject to human memory. In this way, photographed moments become placeholders 
for memories that are often not factually recalled. This is problematic for me, as these 
histories are inconsistently encountered because of the omission of certain negative 
experiences by family members intent on preserving more pleasant memories of 
something or someone. Even ‘honest’ recollections may be unreliable and omit certain 
aspects of the ‘truth’.  
 
As Marianne Hirsch (2002:7) puts it, photography freezes families and their histories in 
series of snapshots that allude to ‘familial myths’. Through my use of punctum 
moments, I became aware of what our familial myths might be. While a snapshot may 
seek to perpetuate a ‘true’ moment, family members inevitably construct mythical and 
idealised accounts of what is depicted in photographs. I noticed that, while listening to 
what my family had to say about the photographs in Sawoti, I began constructing my 
own imagined version of their experiences. However, while I may obfuscate parts of the 
original images in some artworks, I am seeking to uncover truths in them and bring 
forward stories of family members’ memories that may otherwise have been forgotten. 
This again may bring back memories for certain family members when they look at the 
photographs in the family archive. For example, from the images I showed them of the 
river, my cousins remembered picking fresh tomatoes that my family had grown and 




tastes and smells were evoked. The pleasure of eating a cool, ripe tomato resurfaced 
as a forgotten memory.  
 
In her PhD thesis, Sahika Erkonan (2016:257) notes that photography has played a 
significant role in the way one constructs and presents both a family image and family 
memory. Family photographs and their counterpart memories evoke a sense of 
belonging in individuals in the family. While ordinary in their depiction of domestic and 
perhaps more personal moments, photographs that populate the family album, such as 
the birth of a child and marriage, may also provide a glimpse of the family’s cultural 
values. Erkonan (2016:258) observes that the relationship that a family has with a 
specific photograph that is included in the bigger family album plays an important role 
in the narration of a family and their story. As the family places emphasis on a 
photograph and the events that led up to it, or memories associated with it, the telling 
of the story may change from generation to generation. A romanticised account of the 
true story generally begins to develop, and its ‘truth’ is subsequently altered.  
 
The complex structure of who belongs in the family album might inform certain 
differences between what is photographed and what is remembered. This discrepancy 
differs at a domestic level. As postcolonial writer Neil Lazarus (1993:70) argues, people 
in colonial times were seen by later viewers as ‘being stuck in time and history’, 
consequently resulting in a lack of acknowledgement regarding certain histories. This 
notion of being ‘stuck’ could also apply to romanticising photographs and a kind of 
yearning for the past. As a result, history becomes immobile and selectively suppressed. 
While a family may suppress memories on a smaller scale compared with nationalist 
collective suppression, the omission may leave traces, as I explain below. 
 
If not replaced, the removal of an image from a physical family album will leave a trace 
in the form of a colour difference on an ageing page. The space it once occupied will 
stand out in contrast to the pages that may have faded or discoloured over time. This 
site of erasure becomes an index of how a family may have wished to construct an 
idealised image (Erkonan 2016:258). An idealised album may excise painful reminders 
of the past, romanticising the family history. Erkonan further suggests that, through 
this process of construction in albums, we encounter a visual dynamic of the family that 
may not be a truthful reflection of who they are and what they have been through. The 
album functions not as a factual document but rather as a celebration of positive and 





Erkonan suggests that a family narrates its history in the form of a photo album, but 
that this album may be in a state of continuous change. Certain photographs may be 
removed as a result of people separating, or hidden to prevent certain memories from 
surfacing (Erkonan 2016:258). Additionally, photographs might be distributed amongst 
children and grandchildren once a member of the family has died. For this, pictures may 
be chosen, and the narrative is accordingly renegotiated. As described in the case of 
my family, the album was negotiated as pictures taken before and during my parents’ 
marriage were separated accordingly. 
 
The album and family archive may be redundant for some. Images may perhaps be 
taken out of the archive and placed in frames that adorn a family member’s home. This 
kind of removal does not always mean erasure but may be a nostalgic and sentimental 
removal of the image. In this way, the photograph is cherished and, while misplaced 
from the album, the erasure is accidental.  
 
Julia Hirsch (in Marianne Hirsch 1999: xv) approaches the concept of a family album 
from a different angle. For her the idea of family is a complex system deeply rooted in 
notions of belonging. In order to identify this belonging, one may refer to a family photo 
album in which the photographs help provide a context of who was/is part of the family. 
Hirsch (1999: xv) goes on to describe the family as connected through emotional ties 
as well as associations with property, and often a specific site (1999: xv).  
 
The individual creating the story that unfolds in the album is generally the matriarch of 
the family. A mother or grandmother may have possession of the images and preserve 
the album and subsequent archive in a meaningful way. My own case is somewhat 
unique. Through my art practice, I have created meaning and my own imagined archive 
that has been built up from fragments of other albums. These site-specific artworks 
connect my family to a place at a specific time under specific conditions, which may 
now be looked upon as a ‘perfect place’ when family members reminisce about their 
past.  
 
Annette Kuhn (1999:19) states that “family photographs are about memory and 
memories; it is about stories of the past (both stories and the past) by a group of people 
that at the moment produces itself as a family.” Her view of memory and memories and 




study and my practical work as an artist, as I alter the images that form part of my 
family album. I essentially grant myself authority over the narration of the family 
archive, shaping the way the flow of images appears to an outsider. As Patricia Holland 
(2008:117) suggests, while a photograph may play a role in how one challenges or 
conforms to the familial history identified through photographs, it is up to the user of 
these images to create meaning. By altering the images and purposefully overlaying 
the digital images with a certain amount of noise, I change the story by presenting it in 
a different manner.   
 
To do so, I use the following process. The plate is etched in copper sulphate for several 
minutes, re-inked, and instead of being printed, it is then photographed. At this point, 
I rework the image in Photoshop and, by inverting the image again, develop a grainier 
representation of the original image. I envisage that the visibility of their grain may 
prompt feelings of nostalgia in viewers. The nostalgic image emphasises the loss of 
history from my family’s collective archives. However, while the archive may create or 
allude to a sense of “longing for” something lost, or evoke a wish to return to a childhood 
moment through the original image, my artworks may not have the same meaning for 
members of my family. The relationship that individuals have with the original image 
may not be the same as my own re-imaginings.  
 
In my work, Amichand and family at Sawoti River 70s (Fig. 26 and Fig. 27), made from 
an original image in sepia tones, the loss of colour and overall pinkish hue depends on 
the type of film I use in the processing of the image. Because of the translation of the 
photograph to a negative image printed on acetate and subsequently transferred onto 
the aluminium plate, the figures no longer appear in the  position they did in the original, 
and the ability to recognise members of the family has been reduced in the digital print. 
These manipulations ensure that parts of images emphasise the landscape Interactions 
with soil and the river have been documented by both my family during their time living 
there and myself during my trip to Sawoti in 2019 but, unlike the family photographs 
discussed in Chapter 1, my artworks highlight the river.    
 
I question the possible disjuncture between memory and the family photographs 
collected for this study by physically manipulating the images in the studio and in 
Photoshop. While snapshots act as a way to record the family history and narrative in 




means of creating a ‘truth’ that I recognise and construct.24 In a work such as 
Rengaswami Chetty and family in Sawoti 50s (Fig. 28), I interrogate the recognisability 
of both a person in a photograph and the background of the image as a digital print. 
Each image is scanned and then converted in Photoshop to a negative impression of the 
photograph in order to print it onto acetate. Once done, I transfer them onto the 
aluminium plates that have been heated and coated with lacquer thinners, allowing the 
ink from the acetate to transfer onto the aluminium; with the inked side of the acetate 
face down on a plate I apply pressure on the back in order to effect the transfer. I do 
not have control over the way the negative image transfers onto the plate, and the 
process typically creates some of the grain present in the resulting images. Depending 
on the amount of lacquer thinners used, parts of the image may also appear to run. 
 
The inevitable notion of “memento mori” in photography enhances the human 
experience of lingering memories that may be associated with photographs.25 Alan 
Woods (1984:148) proposes that “memento mori” could refer to the way in which we 
might view a photograph as a keepsake.  The remaining document acts as an index to 
something that has already happened in the past. Woods (1984:149) states that the 
object that remains shows the existence of something. He further explains that a 
photograph is unique in that its reality is only relative to the specific moment it is 
presented as a still-frame keepsake (Woods 1984:147). The keepsake photograph is 
seen in a specific way that provides proof, or a record of a passing moment. However, 
this moment may be illusory because of data that we are not privy to. This may be 
those who were present but left out of the photograph, either when the photograph was 
taken or during events leading up to the image.  
 
Walder (2012: 51) suggests that the notion of belonging, either to a family, a home or 
a place, may be viewed as a symbol of continuity. To extend this, his idea of “no man’s 
land of time”, which may be seen as an idealised and generalised record of time, 
substantiates what may be a collective longing for a lost homeland (Walder 2012:2).My 
heritage as a South African Indian implies that the longing for a lost homeland could be 
expressed as a longing for India. However, with no real connection to India, my longing 
may rather be expressed and experienced as a longing for the idyllic lifestyle that Sawoti 
offered my more recent ancestors.  
 
24 If one is adopting a postmodernist position, one would question the idea of absolute objective 
truth. I acknowledge this and recognize that this is of course my subjective truth. 





This longing for a time between history and memory might be seen as a ‘twilight zone’. 
It is a zone explored through photographs, as well as the artworks created for this 
study. It is worth noting here that there are diverse ways in which the representation 
of oneself and family can be explained and explored. Svetlana Boym (2001: xv) 
proposes that a sense of alienation from the current state of being becomes apparent 
within individuals who have been displaced when they remember a lost homeland. This 
displacement affects the ways in which first-wave immigrants identify themselves and 
subsequently how their children and grandchildren may experience their new home. In 
my aluminium-plate etching, Sawoti River 90s (Fig. 29), I challenge the viewer’s ability 
to see the river as idyllic. The grey and ghost-like transfer of the image onto the plate 
does not allow one to identify the verdant and lush embankments surrounding the river. 
Rather, the cold atmosphere evoked through the lack of colour may make viewers 
uncomfortable and perhaps cause them to recoil from the image. In this etching, I 
attempted to evoke the feeling of displacement and alienation that may be experienced 
by children or great grandchildren of immigrants such as myself.   
 
Index, iconography and representation of my family photographs as the 
construction of ‘place away’ 
 
The document or artefact that remains in the form of a photograph acts as an index to 
something that has already happened. In this regard, photography and cinema writers, 
Margrida Mederios, Teresa Flores and Joana Leal (2015:1), advance the concept that 
the ontology of a photograph is its indexical quality. They suggest that the ‘reality’ 
observed through a photograph is constructed by its representation of moments 
(Mederios et al 2015:6). Therefore, other interpretations of the same image may be 
made when unseen and new images, previously hidden due to political views, come to 
the surface. Through this, Mederios et al (2015:6) illustrate how artistic impressions of 
reality may be political too if the images have been based on photo albums that may 
include or exclude bits of the family’s history during a specific political regime. 
 
In comparison with family photographs, home movies convey a representation and 
interpretation of a family that may be different. For example, in home movies we may 
hear prompts from the person behind the camera, whereas in a single photograph the 




and Film (2015), Christian Metz observes that, due to its scale, a photograph is more 
likely than a home film to become fetishised. Metz points out that a photograph may be 
present and celebrated in the form of exhibitions and art theory, while a film, more 
specifically Super-8 home films, tends to celebrate the family in private viewings in 
domestic settings. When considering the referent, because photographs rely on a high 
degree of social recognition, a photograph is seen as a real or more real referent, 
compared with the referent in a film.  
 
Though perceived as a continuous experience, film, which is a series of photographs 
unfolding in a specific sequence, does not rely on the referent (Metz 2015:16). On the 
other hand, photographs are seen as something that closely reflects the ‘pure’ or true 
index from which the image originates. Despite being a still image, a photograph may 
record movement and gesture in the form of blurred areas. This form of image suggests 
timelessness through its never-changing appearance, even though, if a photograph is 
not properly cared for, it will become weathered and show signs of decay. 
 
Metz (2015:16) proposes that the immobility of photographs has a striking relationship 
to death. The practice of keeping a photograph of someone who has passed away in 
order to cherish their memory is an example of how photography is often associated 
with death (Metz 2015:17). The subject may appear alive in the photograph, but the 
fact remains that the moment has passed, never to return (Metz 2015:17). This is also 
true if the subject is still alive physically. Perhaps this could be viewed as a form of 
death too, as the moment has ‘passed away’. In the case of family photography, where 
the landscape has been photographed, I question how we negotiate this inevitable 
change of place. Is it death or is it seasonal change? What do we make of the loss of a 
family home and perhaps the loss of memories? For some, this change may be viewed 
as progress, or even nature’s cyclical transformations that affect the landscape. Perhaps 
this is where the notion of ‘place away’ begins to find its importance.  
 
Metz (2015:17) explains that the snapshot, unlike other more formal photographs, is 
like death. He refers to it as ‘instantaneous abduction of the object out of the world into 
another world’. Essentially, the photograph no longer has the same context that it had 
at the moment it was taken.  In the case of a photograph taken during one’s childhood, 
it may be recognised as a childhood moment. Fragments of the moment later to be 
forgotten are those that are cut off or excluded. Emphasis is generally placed on the 




My family’s day-to-day photographs, taken on our phones and posted to social media 
platforms, provide glimpses of what is around us. But certain older photographs, taken 
on film negative and printed as mementos, generally show the family photographed 
from a distance and include elements such as the river or the family farm.  
 
The snapshots that have been passed down bear traces indicating that they were taken 
in a deliberate way. Although I would not venture to say the photographs are contrived, 
I would suggest that they carefully position the family at a distance from the camera in 
order to include the scenery. The inclusion of scenery may have been an attempt to 
manufacture a quaint and perhaps romantic view of the family farm. On the other hand, 
they may simply show the uncertainty of an amateur photographer. In the hands of an 
amateur photographer, such decisions may have been arbitrary and incidental. 
 
In the photograph I used for my digital artwork and aluminium etching plate for 
Amichand and family at Sawoti River 70s (Figs 26 and 27), such halcyon inclusion of 
setting is noticeable, with the family photographed from a distance. My grandfather, 
Amichand, stands behind his children and the ambiguous figures are perhaps his nieces 
and nephews, with his wife several paces away from him. They are huddled together 
on the banks of the river, but a young child is seen to leave the group and run away. 
In my digital artwork based on this photograph, however, it is difficult to distinguish 
where one person starts and the next ends. Specific elements of the landscape, much 
like the people in the photograph, are difficult to define or understand. The scenery 
overlaps the human figures as the transition from aluminium etching to digital print 
erodes the clarity of the objects. On the plate (Fig. 27), the second work I made based 
on the same photograph, the figures exist as ghost-like images that do not readily lend 
themselves to identification. However, in the digital image (Fig. 26), which I reworked 
in Photoshop, one is able to make out my grandfather’s face and trademark moustache.  
Mitchell (1998: 29) observes that photographs are viewed as bits of light that have 
been fossilised and printed onto a different surface. Consequently, they make a direct 
imprint from reality. When a photographer photographs a specific moment, a fragment 
of reality has been documented. What remains as a photograph of what has occurred 
forms part of our memory as it serves as a reminder of that moment. In Amichand and 
family at Sawoti River 70s, the reproduction from the original image creates a certain 
amount of ‘noise’ that cannot be found in the original. This noise is created by the 
purposeful digital manipulations and physical process used to achieve the final artwork. 




image is a copy of the original or has been damaged over time, the resulting loss of 
quality and visual information may be seen as a misinterpretation of the object as a 
visual record. In my deliberate changes to the image, a specific kind of omission is 
emphasised. In the reproduced artwork, only certain elements are recognisable, and 
this loss of detail challenges the notion of truthful narration.  
 
Medeiros (2015:134) illustrates how snapshots, previously considered informal 
photographs, capture moments in our daily lives but may lose their potency and 
significance in the course of time. She explains that, as a result of digital photography 
and its process, coupled with lower commercial demand for printed images, more 
exhibitions have come to focus on vernacular archives, as this form of media and 
content has become a fetishised way to remember the past. (Medeiros 2015:134). 
Although it is an odd way to think of a photograph, the fragments of film and aged 
paper are perhaps, as Medeiros (2015:135) puts it, “a new form of historical ‘ruins’”. 
These ‘new’ ruins (an oxymoron) stand as an index to a lost moment. In the case of my 
family, this iconography contributes to Sawoti being romanticised as ‘a place away’, 
where the physical ruins of the temple convey a picturesque sense of the landscape. 
       
Considering the material objects and the fascination in passing down personal and 
collected memories within families can see a shift in the interpretation of the narrative 
(Sapio 2014:39). I prod the use of materiality in my multi-layered artworks. While a 
digital print may not have traces that indicate the process used to achieve the final 
image, it is through my altering and editing aspects of the original image that the 
material develops the potential to convey the desired aesthetic. The tactile experience 
that is found in analogue photography creates a sense of longing or belonging to a 
family through the engagement with the actuality of images. Through weaving a 
narrative that one can relate to, they afford the one a relationship with the image. An 
imagined reality develops, perhaps as a myth of the original story.   
 
The original image of the Chetty family is a black and white photograph that has been 
photographed time and time again by family members passing through Pepe’s home. 
Unlike the Sivpersad family, where there are numerous photographs of their time in 
Sawoti, the Chetty family only have birth certificates and this one photograph of their 
time in Sawoti. My resulting artwork Rengaswami Chetty and family in Sawoti 50s (Fig. 
28) is ghost-like and reminiscent of an X-Ray photograph. These memories are not my 




accompanying text and artworks relates to their relationship and time in Sawoti. I use 
the word ‘relationship’ purposefully; it was a labour of love that brought the Chetty 
family to Sawoti and, ironically, it was that same love of working the soil that took them 






A place away: Sawoti in the 80s and 90s 
 
In Chapter 1, I discussed how Sawoti may have been experienced as ‘a place away’ for 
my family. By altering, manipulating and deconstructing my family images in my 
artworks, I have created a similarly idealised interpretation of Sawoti. Having never 
really understood or found my place in the greater scheme of my family and their 
interactions with each other, I have used this body of artwork to allow me to insert 
myself and interpret the photographs in a way that brings meaning to my participation 
in the family. Informing this undertaking also, is Barthes’ concept of the punctum 
moment that pierces the photograph and has subjective meaning to the viewer. As my 
artworks such as Rengaswami Chetty and family in Sawoti 50s and perhaps even 
Amichand and family at Sawoti River 70s reveal, this concept of punctum plays a critical 
role in the way I have worked with certain images.  
 
My art practice and research have both been driven by close examination of the 
photographs I collected from my grandmother and my engagement with family 
members in conversation about them. While many declined to participate in the 
interview process, those who did provided animated discussion around the photographs, 
thus providing layers of possibility for the way iconography was realised in this body of 
work. Of particular interest to me was which images engaged their attention and how 
moments of recognition occurred when they looked at specific photographs. Often 
interviewees elaborated on their ability to recognise themselves, a friend that they had 
lost contact with, or someone who had since died.  I could assume that phrases such 
as, ‘remember when’ or ‘remember how’ marked a punctum moment. In an interview, 
my grandfather’s brother Terry stated that, from the photographs, he remembered that 
their five-bedroom house did not have running water, and that near the house they had 
a ‘Jojo’ tank in which they collected rainwater for drinking. He went on to recall that the 
day his older brother died – and how his mother rolled down the bank towards the river 
in a state of hysteria. He informed me that he had not thought of that in many years, 
but that seeing an image of the river in flood brought that memory back (Terry 
Sivpersad interview with author: written response 3 December 2019).  
 
As Sontag reminds us: 
 
Remembering is an ethical act, has ethical value in and of itself. Memory is, 




remembering is an ethical act is deep in our natures as humans, who know we 
are going to die, and who mourn those who in the normal course of things die 
before us - grandparents, parents, teachers, and older friends. Heartlessness 
and amnesia seem to go together. But history gives contradictory signals about 
the value of remembering in the much longer span of a collective history. There 
is simply too much injustice in the world. And too much remembering […] 
embitters. To make peace is to forget. To reconcile, it is necessary that memory 
be faulty and limited. (Sontag 2003:103) 
 
Sontag (2003:103) observes that our memory and the process of remembering is the 
only way we may have a relationship with the dead. This can be extended to include a 
specific landscape that may hold value to the person who remembers the departed 
family member or other individual. As she notes, there may be amnesia about memories 
of death, which may be forgotten because of the painful experience of remembering. 
This would seem to be the case in Terry’s forgetting and subsequent recounting of the 
events of his brothers’ death. 
  
In the Disney film, Frozen 2 (Lee & Buck 2019) Olaf states: “Water has memory. The 
water that makes up you and me, has passed through at least 4 humans and/or animals 
before us.26 And remembers everything”. Although this is scientifically incorrect, the 
sentiment is persuasive because it is emotive and personal. Olaf’s claim that water has 
memory derived from the French immunologist, Jacques Benveniste, who claimed in a 
paper in the journal Nature, that antibodies and subsequent molecules of water have 
effect cells even after being diluted (Benveniste 1988:333). Although the theory has 
since been disproved by numerous scientists, the notion that the water that runs 
through Sawoti could possibly be found in my body is, for me, an exciting connection 
to the lost home.  
 
The river is no longer a source of water to all who live in the area, as it is drying up and 
its soil is currently mined and used to create river-sand bricks. But in the past the river 
was a source of fresh water for countless families, as attested in Sawoti River 90s and 
River in flood (Figs. 30 and 31). Printed on textured silk paper, the latter is my attempt 
to comprehend and acknowledge how important the Sawoti River was. A source of life, 
it could support the family farm and allow individuals to grow crops they normally would 
 





not have been able to. River in flood photographed by a member of family at sunset 
provides an idea of the idealized life experienced by many that lived in Sawoti.   
 
In my imagined rendition of Sawoti River and Temple (Fig. 32), I make use of the image 
of the river from the 1990s, superimposing an image of the temple from 2019 over it. 
My aim was to create an artwork that links the river and temple as significant icons for 
both Sawoti and the family. The reimagined landscape can be described as a “symptom 
of return” (Niemeyer 2014:7). This return is expressed by the fragmentation of images 
and their digital manipulation, including both key elements in one artwork – perhaps 
echoing the constructed nature of the landscape in the family’s collective memory.  
Suggesting digital nostalgia, the artwork appears aged and includes a grain that may 
be described as a patina, seen throughout all artworks created in this series.27 Not a 
true reflection of what lies in Sawoti, the landscape is a product of both digital and 
physical manipulations. By placing the temple over the river landscape, I have created 
a specific disavowal of the original context of both images and their original images’ 
original versions, and of idealised versions of the landscape. The tonal variations present 
in Sawoti River and Temple, may be an example of analogue nostalgia that Niemeyer 
(2014:7) refers to. The blue hue that is present as if it were a film over each image, 
along with the recurring circular disruptions that have appeared by accident, fashion an 
imagined place away, as well as suggesting the longing for a time since obscured by 
the misrepresentation of memories and histories from the family archive.  
 
Part of my installation is a video that begins with static and blends into the first image 
of the temple. There are strategic jarring moments that flip back to old images that 
form part of the family collection. These images are blurred with static, a form of 
analogue nostalgia, which acts as a means of disrupting the flow of images. In the video, 
River and Temple (Fig. 33), of which parts were filmed in June 2019, the river is now a 
trickle, compared to its former strength. Today the riverbed is indistinguishable from 
the surrounding soil and embankment. Erosion of the riverbed, coupled with the mining 
of the river sand, has created what feels like an unwelcoming terrain. Moreover, the 
river is no longer a source of fresh water for the people who live in Sawoti as the water 
has become extremely saline since mining for bricks began.  
 
 





The notion of alienation is a recurring motif throughout the video, from the initial static 
to moments where old images are immediately followed by recent footage. By such 
means, I suggest that this may be viewed as alienation from a home that no longer 
exists and also the alienation that I experienced as an outsider filming the area from 
above. Towards the end of the video, my presence is noticeable. As the drone flies over 
the river and near the temple, its lens captures three figures standing on the gravel 
road. These are Raju Nana, my father and I, all standing away from the temple while I 
filmed. A further aspect of my alienation from the landscape was that the temple was a 
foreign place to me. Having been raised as a Christian, this was the first time I was 
allowed on holy property that was not a church, and I felt out of my depth when trying 
to decide what behaviour was appropriate in and around the temple.  
 
Sawoti temple interior (Fig. 25), derived from a photograph of the temple in 2019, 
depicts the inside of the dilapidated structure. However, the interior does not reflect the 
outside as it is kept clean and updated regularly with new prayer material. The 
cyanotype printed on a thin blend of cotton and polyester has a gold trimming stitched 
around the borders. This is reminiscent of the decorative borders of the frames that 
adorn the shelves in the temple. As the use of gold frames is common for figures of 
deities, I found it both important and symbolic to use a material that relates to the 
practice used for such images.  
 
Perhaps a more interesting, yet accidental, element in Sawoti temple interior is the 
ghost-like image that resembles my grandfather’s face. In the close-up provided in the 
appendix of volume two which is also accompanied by an image of my Thatha, it would 
appear as if my Thatha’s face is situated between the deities that form part of the 
temple’s interior. This ghost like occurrence may be seen in between the two figures 
within the arch. It reminded me of Barthes (1988:97), who notes the disappearance 
and simultaneous appearance of his deceased mother’s figure in photographs as 
significant, as she is no longer present in real life: this ambiguous disappearance and 
reappearance through photographs creates an immortalised representation. Barthes’ 
(1980:14) account of his mother’s death and the rediscovery of images from her 
childhood acts as a gesture to the passing of time. These images act as the only physical 
trace of his mother. As with the death of Barthes’ (1980:14) mother, the appearance 
of my Thatha in the cyanotypes could be interpreted as the re-emergence of a lost 





These ghosts are an interesting agent in my remembrance. The appearance of ghost-
like figures in a photograph may be the result of a technical glitch or double exposure 
in analogue film photography. Apart from the spectre of my Thatha, a second ghost 
image has appeared, visible in Sawoti landscape (Fig. 34). In December 2019, when I 
approached my grand-uncle Roshan for an interview, he instead offered to relate stories 
of his time as a young boy in Sawoti. One such story stands out, an account of how, 
when he was no more than eight years old, he was playing near the riverbank and saw 
a woman in a sari standing in the river. As he went on to explain, her head was covered 
and as he drew nearer, her figure became hazy. He ran a short distance to the family 
home and begged his mother to come and look at the strange woman in the river. When 
they returned to the river, they could not find anyone within walking distance of where 
he had seen the figure. A few years later, he recalls seeing the same figure who, he 
then noticed, was strikingly similar to his grandmother Jhunna.  
 
While  my own photographs of the Sawoti terrain in 2019 have no traces of a figure, 
other than those of the cows, the subsequent artwork (Fig. 34) has what might be read 
as a woman’s form behind the cows closest to the edge of the artwork. To me the 
woman or rather the phantom, who appears to wear a sari, has similar features to 
Jhunna, or rather the images of Jhunna that I have seen. The presence of this ghostly 
form may be a figment of my imagination or a product of my longing for a time in which 
Jhunna’s memory and stories of her life were easily recalled by family members.28  
 
Sawoti temple from a distance and Temple doors (Figs. 35 and 36), suggest how 
cyanotypes on cotton may be used to disencumber indigo from the history of this dye. 
In a blog post, Darren Leong (2019) explains complex accounts of indigo’s use in the 
textile industry. As he notes, indigo was derived not from the leaves, stems or flowers 
of specific plants, but rather through fermenting certain varieties of plant leaves (Leong 
2019 par. 2). Through fermentation, a natural long-lasting dye is created. However, it 
is the process of turning a textile blue that seems more relevant in my case. Leong 
(2019 par. 3) indicates that, to turn a textile coated with indigo blue it must be exposed 
to air. Once the leaves have been fermented and applied to the textile it goes from 
yellow, to green and finally blue through this aeration process. As a chemical-based 
 
28 The use of the ghost may be related to the idea of spectre. This may have been a fruitful 
connection to make, but could not be included here. See Jacques Derrida’s 1993 concept on 
Hauntology and his book Spectres of Marx, where he suggests that ghosts might be remnants 




process, cyanotypes follow a similar colour path. Once the light-sensitive coating on the 
material has dried, it appears yellow or mustard in colour. However, when exposed to 
direct sunlight it changes from yellow to blue-brown and, once washed in clean water, 
it appears blue. This blue hue darkens as the material dries and is fixed onto the textile 
through washing, as excess chemicals are washed out with water removing all traces of 
yellow.  
 
To me ‘indigo’, a term whose origins I briefly mentioned in my discussion of analogue 
photography above, holds further possibilities, most notably references to the indigo 
trade and its complicity in colonisation, exploitation and slavery. Leong (2019: par. 4) 
suggests that in seventeenth-century Europe, indigo dye was highly sought after and 
soon resulted in indigo plantations being established in India and other countries. The 
use of a similar colour is symbolic in my artworks, as a reminder of aspects of history, 
particularly Indian history, that has been obscured and neglected. I considered it 
appropriate to print images of the temple and its key features in a medium that strongly 
relates to a colour with particular significance.  
 
The use of materials as a way of linking my practical work to my family’s history extends 
also to digital prints on sugarcane paper. I found Jhunna’ s Discharge Certificate (Fig. 
37) at the bottom of a trunk in Raju Nana’s possession, which originates from the former 
family home in Sawoti. The torn and aged document, which has been taped together 
with box tape in an attempt to preserve and keep intact a slice of family history, has a 
musky smell that may be explained by its time at the bottom of Jhunna’s trunk, which 
she arrived with as an indentured labourer from India in 1907.  
 
There are details still visible on the aged page; her name, height and father’s name are 
seen as a faint trace. The official stamp and title are easily visible, but other information 
is not. Significantly, reference to the presentation of Sawoti land to her, following two 
terms as an indentured labourer, is missing or obscured by thick box tape. Once printed 
on the rough surface of handmade sugarcane paper, which I produced myself as 
discussed earlier, (Fig. 37), the archival document obscures further vital information. 
Jhunna’s name is no longer as visible as it once was; it appears blurred and the colours 
have separated into small dots suggestive of the printing process used: the flatbed 
printer had to be set at a significant distance from the paper as it could not process the 
grain and strands from the sugarcane. The use of sugarcane paper in this artwork is 




years spent working for a minimum wage in less than desirable conditions in a foreign 
land, she would not have been awarded land in Sawoti.  
 
The Chetty family history and its ties to Sawoti are thin in comparison to those of the 
Sivpersad family. However, Pepe, or Parasarama Chetty played an instrumental role in 
helping me piece together fragments of my family’s history during my fourth-year 
study. As his birth certificate states, Pepe was born in Sawoti in 1945 (Figs 38 and 39). 
The certificate is an interesting object, as the Protector of Migrants’ stamp and the fact 
that his father was free from indenture featured on the document are notable. Indenture 
ended over 30 years prior to Pepe’s birth but the issue of freedom or indenture are still 
significant for descendants of people who suffered under its tyranny.  
 
The last image I made for this study was based on the first known image of the temple, 
taken in 1933 on its opening day (Fig. 9). I printed it on sugarcane paper that has been 
dyed blue (Fig. 40). The photograph from which the image was derived is one I found 
at the bottom of my grandmother’s duffle bag. She had kept it as a token of their time 
in Sawoti and as an icon of her husband’s ancestry. The temple has become a further 
icon and an index to my use of the term ‘place away’ in the images of Sawoti and my 
subsequent artworks. As a place that grounded spiritual roots almost a century ago, 
though now in ruins, it still has significant and profound meaning to many families.  
 
By printing on blue sugarcane paper, I have attempted to evoke two objects of 
colonisation that affected Indian communities and their histories. The use of sugarcane 
is symbolic in an artwork that depicts proud members of the Sawoti community on the 
opening day of the Temple and the subsequent opening of my exhibition on the 160th 
anniversary of indenture. The photograph includes the many members of this familial 
community and reminds the viewer of their years of indenture on the sugarcane fields. 
The blue dye, like the cyanotypes, like cyan blue, is a reminder of how often elements 
of history are omitted from our experience of certain things, such as colours and textiles 











Sawoti temple and river, which has been a source of everyday and spiritual life have 
become dry and desolate in the years since my family lived there. Like many shanty 
towns or communities established during apartheid, families have since left in the hopes 
of finding a better life elsewhere, perhaps to return during special events or to visit their 
parents who stayed behind. However, we may never be able to return to the time or 
place our elders talk about with such enthusiasm. In the case of my family, Sawoti has 
become one of those places, and their photographs are reminder of a time that they 
are in some ways nostalgic for. It is for this reason that their images are such a poignant 
reminder of the ways in which vernacular photography may produce idyllic moments 
and places. Their representation of their time in Sawoti is reflected upon by family 
members and me, as something that will never again be achieved. So many family 
members describe their life in Sawoti as something peaceful, undisturbed by the use of 
technology and the political upheavals at the time. In retrospect, while they lived off 
the land, it seems a simpler time, and their unity as a family was enhanced by the fact 
that they lived in the same house and relied on one another to survive from day to day. 
 
The notion of 'A place away’ is a construction of Sawoti created by looking back at 
photographs and documents, with a specifically nostalgic view. This view has been 
informed by historical documents that influenced aspects of my practical work, while 
certain events in this history inform the manner in which my practical work has been 
made. The fibres from which my handmade paper is formed evoke my family’s history 
as indentured labourers who worked on sugarcane fields upon their arrival in South 
Africa.  
 
The use of photographs and documents to evolve my own understanding of Sawoti as 
a place free from political strife has strategically transformed the original images taken 
by family photographers. A vast area with small plots of land given to those who worked 
under strict conditions made possible a place of peace when their lives prior to that may 
have been devoid of it. The images in colour, found in my grandmothers’ care, provide 
a glimpse at the lush and verdant surroundings that of the family farm: green banks 
and a source of water that fluctuated between a flowing stream and a swollen river 





The water that runs through Sawoti may run through me. It was a place that offered 
my ancestors the possibility of putting down roots and establishing a name for 
themselves – a place we cannot return to, as it is no longer the beacon of hope it once 
was. This was also place where children were allowed to play and make friends with 
people on neighbouring farms and to eat fresh tomatoes that they picked and washed 
in the river. They are unlike the black-and-white photographs taken by Kally and 
Badsha, which do not show the same elements or suggest an environment in which 
children could act freely as children.  
 
Through showing significant similarities experienced by members of different 
communities in KwaZulu-Natal, I hope to have contributed to the narrative of Indian 
life in South Africa. When visiting archives, I was able to access documentary 
photographs taken by specific photographers. However, the more personal and perhaps 
lived experience of many seemed to be omitted by their exclusion from public archives. 
By making links to private archives and vernacular photographs, it is my hope that this 
research has been able to add a familial narrative to the ongoing discussions on the 
Indian diaspora.   
 
There may perhaps have been other enclaves like Sawoti in South Africa, and my study 
speaks to how people may forge a sense of home in even the most difficult of 
circumstances. Despite being a study on a particular set of vernacular photographs, the 
experiences captured by my family may resonate with other places and people coming 
from similar backgrounds. My study may also reveal how the trauma of loss may be 
understood not through its direct representation but rather through the retention of 
photographs that seem to speak of a happier time. Given that vernacular photographs 
provide aspects of Southern African Indian history, which is still being written about, 
this study dependent on artistic expression may be viewed as a powerful, informative 
and engaging tool for future scholars and families looking to create an account of their 
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